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Abstract

The Politics and Philosophy of Wyndham Lewis’s Representations of the
Body examines the significance of representations of the body in the
written work, both theoretical and fictional, of Wyndham Lewis. The
central question of the thesis is: how does the body function as a ground
for identity in Lewis’s work? This question i1s addressed by looking at five
thematic areas of Lewis’s work, each of which forms the basis of a chapter:
reality, mind-body dualism, gender, race, and the crowd.

The work of Slavoj ZiZek is used to argue that Lewis’s theoretical
work is characterised by an antipathy towards ‘the passion for the Real’
and a desire to maintain a belief-sustained sense of ‘reality’. As a result, the
body has an ambivalent status: it is both an emblem of the ‘reality’ of the
personality and a threat to it, representing its unavoidable ‘thingness’, its
‘Real’, as 1t were. This ambivalence is best expressed in Lewis’s fiction,
where the weaknesses and inconsistencies of his theories are dramatised
and exposed.

Lewis’s ambivalence towards the body results in a split between his
theory and his rhetoric, a split that is particularly noticeable in his work on
gender and race, in which initially racist and sexist language is undercut by
his theoretical discomfort with the biological grounds of such rhetoric.
This ambivalence characterises Lewis’s often controversial politics, which
cannot be understood without it being taken into account.

The thesis concludes that Wyndham Lewis had a fundamentally
ambivalent attitude toward the body: it fails to provide a solid ground for
identity, and yet it refuses to melt completely into air. This persistence of
the body makes it a crucial sticking point, and Lewis produces compelling
and contradictory images of it which attest to its implacable significance in

his work.
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Introduction

In this thesis I am going to explore the politics and philosophy of
Wyndham Lewis’s representations of the body. I will focus my research on
Lewis’'s written work, not because there is nothing to be said about his
pictorial representations of the body, but because there is too much, and to
try and say it all here would be to stretch my thesis too wide and to spread
my analysis too thin.

[ will look mainly at the work Lewis produced between the two World
Wars: his major theoretical work Time and Western Man (1927), parts of
which are examined in detail in Chapter One and the Conclusion, forms
the historical and conceptual centre of the material considered. I will
consider both his fictional and non-fictional work, not only because Lewis
produced valuable work in both genres, but also because he often treats
similar themes in them, sometimes in significantly divergent ways.

My concern 1s not simply to map out the varying ways in which Lewis
represented the body - the intricate verbal mechanics of the
defamiliarisation and grotesque detail he specialised in and deployed to
great effect — but to consider what the body meant for him and the role it
played in his political and philosophical, as well as his imaginative, vision.
I do not believe that these three spheres — the political, the philosophical,
the imaginative — can be easily separated, if they can be separated at all;
but neither do I believe that they can be simply amalgamated and treated
as interchangeable and exactly equivalent. To give perhaps the most
obvious example, the wrongness of Lewis’s politics in the 1930s cannot be
theorised away by sophisticated reference to his aesthetics, but the
tangible achievements of his artistic work cannot be simply nullified by
horrified mention of his support for Hitler.

My interest in the political, philosophical, and imaginative aspects of

Lewis work crystallises around questions of the body, its representations,



Introduction

and its significance. From the first reading of Lewis it is clear that the body
is of great importance to him, that it is something which excites his
imagination and which is focussed on with great intensity. However, it is
not at all clear exactly what its significance is, and it raises many intriguing
questions. Does Lewis represent the body as obdurately solid, or as
something more malleable and fluid? Does Lewis see the body as a
uniform and universal aspect of human existence, or as differentiated into
various types? Does Lewis perceive the body as dangerous threat or as a
reassuring support? Can the body be a ground for mind or is it always its
enemy? Does Lewis indeed see any fundamental difference between body
and mind? Does Lewis see the body functioning as a tool of modernity, or
as an object that resists it? Does the body possess a greater or a lesser
degree of reality than other objects in the world?

There are many such questions raised by Lewis’s representations of
the body, but the central question my thesis attempts to answer is: how
does the human body function as a ground for identity in Lewis’s work? 1
will consider this question with reference to five main themes, devoting a
chapter to each of them.

My first chapter will look at Lewis’s treatment of reality both in his
theoretical work, represented here by Time and Western Man, and in his
fiction, 1n particular the novels The Childermass (1928) and The Revenge
for Love (1937). I will examine the notions of belief and reality that Lewis
develops in Time and Western Man using the concept of ‘the passion for
the Real’ developed by the Lacanian philosopher Slavoj ZiZek, and argue
that Lewis’s opposition to such a ‘passion’ is a defining feature of his work,
and one which puts him at odds with much modernist thinking. Using
Lewis’s own ideas as well as Zizek’s theory, I will analyse the way in which
reality and ‘the Real’ operate in Lewis’s fiction, with particular focus on his
representations of the body, and argue that his fiction exposes and
dramatises inconsistencies and flaws in his theory. In particular, I will
argue that in the fiction the absolute repression of ‘the Real’ advocated in
Time and Western Man is shown to be a quixotic and unachievable task,

and that the representation of the body plays a key role in this realisation.
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The question of the reality or otherwise of the body is one which has
significant implication for the question of grounding, and the way in which
Lewis’s characters struggle with the alternatives of an unreal and vapid
groundlessness, and an inescapable grounding in ultra-real physical
materiality 1s one which is reflected in his work as a whole.

Chapter Two will look at the way in which mind-body dualism
operates in Lewis’s work. Lewis is often portrayed by critics as being
intrinsically a dualistic thinker, with dualism forming the conceptual core
of his work. I will argue that although dualism is a central and unavoidable
feature of Lewis’s work it is best viewed as a conceptual strategy to manage
reality and bestow meaning on the world, rather than as an innate
personal predisposition. I will begin my analysis of Lewis's dualism by
looking at the Vorticist ‘play’ Enemy of the Stars (1914) which, with its
central conflict between the characters of Arghol and Hanp, is often taken
as a prime example of Lewis’s dualism. I will argue that if the play is read
carefully another opposition, more fundamental than that between Arghol
and Hanp, is revealed, and that if this deeper dualism is taken into account
the work’s social and political content is made clear, and its apparent
atavism disappears. I will argue that the ‘philosophy’ of Enemy of the Stars
1s primarily concerned with creating distinction out of indistinctness, a
concern that is also present in the essays Lewis included in his volume of
short stories The Wild Body (1927). Both essays, ‘Inferior Religions’ and
"The Meaning of the Wild Body’, attempt to define the theoretical basis for
the stories that precede them, in particular focussing on Lewis’s idea of the
comic and laughter. Mind-body dualism is a key concept in both essays but
is treated significantly differently, a divergence which indicates not only
the importance of dualism for Lewis, but also its difficulty. The problems
in grounding the distinction between laugher and laughed-at that Lewis
has in these essays is symptomatic of his general problem of grounding
difference. Men Without Art (1934) continues the concern with mind-body
dualism and laughter, and tries to produce a theory of satire, an attempt
which severely weakens any notion of distinction, and which finally

renders dualism useless and absurd. This collapse of dualism represents
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Lewis’s realisation that metaphysical distinction cannot be grounded in the
body, but that an absurd and uniform physicality can.

Gender is the focus of Chapter Three, which develops Chapter Two’s
fairly abstract inquiries into distinction by looking at a specific and
controversial example of distinction, that between the feminine and the
masculine. I begin my analysis by looking at Lewis’s ideas about
masculinity in The Art of Being Ruled (1926), where he proposes a non-
naturalistic model of masculinity in which performance plays a central
role. Lewis’s notion of the performative nature of masculinity is a reaction
to what he saw the decline of a traditional ideal of masculine responsibility
in modernity and its subservience to social and political fashions. Rather
than try to re-entrench a traditional, naturalistic masculine position Lewis
moves towards abandoning a masculine position altogether, casting it as
an historically produced illusion, rather than as an unalterable fact of life.
The First World War is a crucial event in Lewis’s history of masculinity,
and I follow my analysis of The Art of Being Ruled with analyses of some
of the short stories Lewis wrote during wartime: ‘The French Poodle’
(1916), ‘Cantleman’s Spring-Mate’ (1917), and ‘The War Baby' (1918).
These stories, I will argue, prefigure his later ideas about masculinity, and
show that even early in his career Lewis was calling into question a
naturalistic and unproblematic 1dea of masculinity. In these wartime
stories and in The Art of Being Ruled the male body is not seen as a
support for masculinity, but as one of the factors which contribute to its
downtall and exposure as an illusion. I continue my analysis by looking at
Lewis’s first published novel Tarr (1918), often taken to be an expression
of a very masculine avant-garde position, but which, I will argue, is in fact
subtly critical of such ideas and satirises rather than supports its main
character’s pretensions to distinction. The gendered body, I will argue,
does not tunction as a ground for 1dentity or distinction in Lewis’s work,
but rather works against such ideas, undermining them and exposing them
to ridicule.

Chapter Four examines Lewis’s ideas about race, which, due to his

support for Nazism in the 1930s, is one of the most controversial areas of
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his work. Rather than focus exclusively on his pro-Nazi works of the 1930s,
I will look at how the concept of race develops in his theoretical work
between 1927 and 1948, and analyse the changes in his thinking over this
period. I start my analysis by looking at The Lion and the Fox (1927),
Lewis’s book on Shakespeare, in particular the appendix which deals with
the question of race, its influence, or lack of, on Shakespeare, and its
usefulness in the study of culture. The Lion and the Fox presents a fairly
straightforward anti-race position which denies the agency of inherited
characteristics in the development of genius. Paleface (1929) is more
ambivalent in its attitude towards race, and a disparity between Lewis’s
rhetoric and his theory opens up, a disparity which defines much of his
subsequent thinking. Hitler (1931), the first and most notorious of Lewis’s
pro-Nazi works, enthusiastically adopts Nazi race theory, but, I will argue,
its enthusiasm is contradicted, perhaps even undermined, by the detail of
Lewis’s writing which still shows signs of the anti-race position of his
earlier work. The move from The Lion and the Fox to Hitler is one which, I
will argue, entails an almost complete reversal of Lewis’s attitude to the
body and to the determining power of race. That there is a reversal does
not mean that Hitler can be explained away as an anomaly, but that any
account of Lewis’s support for Nazism must take it into account if it aspires
to thoroughness. Lewis’s thought undergoes another reversal, this time
much more ostentatiously, in The Hitler Cult (1939), the book in which he
publicly repudiated his support for Nazism, and which contains a limited
yet significant critique of the theoretical basis of his previous positions.
Lewis’s repudiation of race reaches its apogee in America and Cosmic Man
(1948) in which he praises the supposed racelessness of the United States.
This late position, which seems to prefigure a vacuous and idealistic form
of postmodernism indicates not so much Lewis’s political rehabilitation
but the fundamental weakness of his thinking about race, and his inability
to come to terms with the body. By stressing the supposedly utopian
egroundlessness of America, Lewis does away with the body altogether and

floats away into unreal and insignificant wishful thinking.
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My final chapter looks at images of the crowd in Lewis’s writing, and
how his attitude towards the crowd, and towards the individual, changed
throughout his career. I begin my analysis by looking at the two versions of
“The Crowd Master’ (1915 & 1937), a short fictional piece which is set in
part in the patriotic crowds of volunteers that assembled in London
immediately before Britain’s entry into the First World War. By comparing
the two versions, I am able to define two different ways of looking at the
crowd in Lewis’s work, and examine his worry that the distinction between
the individual and the crowd was a tenuous, perhaps even illusory one.
This concern with distinction from the crowd is also dealt with in ‘The
Code of a Herdsman’ (1917), a fictional set of instructions detailing how to
go about being a ‘Herdsman’. Although at first glance “The Code’ may seem
like one of the most elitist of Lewis’s writings, I will argue that it displays
considerable anxiety about the possibility of distinction. Lewis’s interest in
the crowd continued into the 1920s and 1930s and a number of essays
deal, at least in part, with this problem. I will look at ‘The Politics of
Artistic Expression’ (1925), ‘The Foxes’ Case’ (1925), and ‘The Artist as
Crowd’ (1932), and examine the different attitudes towards the crowd and
the possibility ot distinction that they contain. Lewis’s attitude towards the
crowd was not a simple and static one, and changed over time, however
two distinct poles are discernable in it: the idea of total separation from
the crowd, and the idea of total integration with it. The interplay of these
two poles is closely connected to Lewis’s similar concerns with the body:
can the body be the final guarantee of the individual’s separation from the
crowd, or 1s it material evidence of the individual’s fundamental identity
with 1t? It is the connection between the body and the crowd that provides
the focus of my analysis of The Apes of God (1930), a novel in which the
crowd plays an important part, even 1if it never positively appears. The last
part of The Apes of God, ‘The General Strike’, is haunted by the spectres of
both the revolutionary crowd and the internal organs of the body, and even
though neither appears directly their power is made manifest. I will argue
that in many ways both the crowd and the body can be seen to occupy the

space of ‘the Real’ discussed in Chapter One.
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My thesis concludes with an examination of Lewis’s claim, made in
Time and Western Man, that his identity is grounded in an organ of the
body, namely the eye. This claim presupposes the possibility of the
separation of a single organ from the body which contains it, and as such
could be read as a manifestation of the fragmentation that much of Time
and Western Man criticises. Lewis’s claim is also complicated by his own
criticism in Time and Western Man of vision as a way of approaching
reality, and the gulf between his use of the eye as a ground for his own
identity and this criticism of it as a basis for the philosophy of others is
symptomatic of the ambivalence of the body in his thinking. This
ambivalence towards the body as a ground for identity is, I will argue, the
key feature of Lewis’s thinking about and representations of the body, and
one which helps understand the peculiarities of his political, philosophical,

and 1maginative work.

Before the thesis proper begins, I will look briefly at an early work of
Lewis’s which displays many of the issues and questions which will be of
concern throughout this thesis, and which it is useful to delineate early on.
Imaginary Letters (1917-18), a fictional set of correspondence sent by
William Bland Burn from the revolutionary city of Petrograd in 1917 to his
wife, Lydia, in London, display some of the key features of Lewis’s
intellectual and imaginary treatment of the body, and a brief survey of this
text provides a useful introduction to this thesis.

Burn displays some attitudes and characteristics often encountered
in Lewis’s writing, most notably the conviction of his own superiority to
most other people. The first letter contains a long explanation by Burn, in
response to a question of Lydia’s, as to why he cannot be happy. Burn
rephrases her original question — ‘Why not be happy?’ — in a way which
makes clear his conviction of his distinction from and superiority to the
mass: ‘That is, why not abandon the plane of exasperation and
restlessness, and be content with the approximations and self-deceits of
the majority?” (IL, 3). Here, simple happiness is seen as a quality of the

majority and synonymous with unenlightened selt-deception and
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intellectual fuzziness. In contrast, Burn’s unhappiness, his ‘exasperation
and restlessness’, is seen, by him at least, as the inevitable outcome of his
intellectual activity and taste for truth. This distinction between the
happily unenlightened mass and a few enlightened but discontented
individuals is one which appears frequently in Lewis’s work. It should not,
however, be taken as the only attitude that he held, or even one that he
held very securely.

Burn’s superior attitude encompasses misogyny as well as snobbery,
and throughout Imaginary Letters he is condescending, when not simply
insulting, to Lydia. For Burn, the intellectual superiority which he believes
he possesses 1s a masculine quality: ‘a sense of values’, which he claims his
wife lacks, is, he says, ‘very roughly a masculine corner’ (IL, 3). His dim
view of women is confirmed when he claims that Yorke, their male infant
child, ‘was older than [Lydia] when he was born’ (IL, 4). At one point he
tells her that: “You are after all, my dear lady, only a reproductive machine,
painted up in order not to be too unappetising. But you are a machine that
has two legs which enable you at any time to run away if you feel inclined’
(IL, 19). This view of women as nothing more than child-producing
automata may seem irredeemably misogynist; however, it is worth noting
that the woman has legs with which she can ‘run away’ if she wants to.
While this detail may not dispel the general air of misogyny, it does
indicate a certain anxiety at its heart: that women are not completely
under the control of men, or even their own biological mechanisms.
Feminine desire — here, the desire to ‘run away’ — is seen as disruptive,
and even in these two sentences undermines the masculine logic at work:
the woman is ‘not only’ a machine, but also something which may wish to
flee. This may seem just like so much quibbling, but in Chapter Three I will
show that Lewis’s attitudes towards women are not always as simply
misogynist as they may appear and reveal intriguing complexities when
read carefully, complexities which do not redeem Lewis and recast him as
a feminist, but which help understand his thought more fully.

[t could be argued that Burn’s misogyny is shared by Lewis: none of

Lydia’s letters is printed, and this possibly could be seen as denying Lydia
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a voice of her own. However, we do get a sense of her arguments from
Burn’s response to them and his occasional quotation of them in his
letters, and, as the letters progress, we get a sense of her action as well.
Lydia’s arguments are not, on the evidence we are given, the passive and
weak ones we might expect from Burn’s characterisation of her, and at
times she expresses ideas remarkably similar to ones expressed by Lewis

himself. For example, Burn quotes Lydia as writing of him that:

Being so disgusted with people suggests a naive idealism. We are all
ridiculous, looked at properly, by means of our little forked bodies.
We are disgusting physically (except a few in their tluffy and velvety
youth). So why carp, and glare, and sheer off? Take life, in the
English-civilized way, as a joke; our funny bodies and their peculiar
needs, our ambitions, greeds, as comic stunts of an evidently
gentleman-creator, who is most unquestionably “a sport.” (IL, 5)

Lydia’s position, apart perhaps from its invocation of a squire-like deity, is
remarkably similar to ideas proposed by Lewis in later works, most notably
in his theories of the comic developed in The Wild Body and Men Without
Art, discussed in Chapter Two. Indeed, Lewis’s work in general is haunted,
[ will argue, by the spectre of a basic physical commonality that reduces all
intellectual effort to absurd examples of ‘naive idealism’. This is not to say
that the supercilious ‘disgust’ which Lydia complains of in Burn is not also
present in Lewis’s work, but merely to insist that it always coexists with a
more cynical and egalitarian sense of disgust. Lewis’s disgust speaks with
two contlicting voices: a disgust with others and a disgust with everybody,
including the one disgusted. In this thesis, I will contend that when
reading Lewis we need to be alert to this other voice, backgrounded though
it may be, in order to grasp the fullness and complexity of his work.

Burn responds to Lydia’s argument by claiming that ‘we are obviously
in the position of Ulysses’ companions’ and that ‘there is nothing that | he]
resents[s] more than people settling down to become what is sensible for a
swine’ (IL, 5). This idea of animal nature of the human — or more precisely
the animalised nature: Ulysses’ companions, of course, started off as fully

human - is another recurrent feature of Lewis’s writing, and the disgust
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and dissatisfaction he feels towards it is one of the motors of his
imagination. However, Lewis's sense of disgust with this animalisation
would not be so great if he did not fear it to be universally true, and Burn’s
defiance of his own proposition risks coming across as, to use one of
Lydia’s words, ‘ridiculous’: ‘I will still stalk about with my stumpy legs, and
hold my snout high, however absurd it may be’ (IL, 5). Burn ends the first
of his letters with an admission of his own desire for fleshy pleasures,
writing that: ‘I wish, Lydia, you were here, with your body rasping under
mine now. We could beat out this argument to another tune’ (IL, 6).
Although Burn seems to be a complete snob who believes in his own
superiority and detachment, his account of genius is one in which, perhaps
surprisingly, the masses play an important, if unconscious, role. For Burn,
genius comes from the embodiment of the mass, rather than complete

transcendence of it:

All the full and tragic artists partake of the destiny of the popular
hero; thousands of people contribute to their success only in this case
without meaning to; each man or woman hands in his or her fraction
of vitality; wherever they go, there is a great crowd with them. Their
brain 1s a record of their sympathies, people pour in and are piled up,
with a persistent classification, until giant-like and permanent
images, the “types” of drama or fiction are produced: Raskolnikoffs,
Golyadkins and Alioshas. It is the sense of power bestowed by this
throng that enables them to create so hotly, and with so unreasonable

a taith. (IL, 13)

This attribution of the power of ‘the full and tragic artists’ to the ‘throng’
may seem to clash with the spirit of Burn’s pronouncements, but this
cohabitation of a disdain for and a recognition of the power of the crowd is,
as we will see in Chapter Five, a feature of Lewis’s work.

Burn’s recognition of the importance of the crowd for the individual
does not extend to a related pair of concepts, mind and body. Burn
declares that: ‘One truth, however, I have tested enough for it to be no
more experimental. [...] The body does not matter the smallest fraction
where the mind is concerned’ (L, 16). Burn’s reasons for belief in this

supposedly universal truth seem rooted in his own particular physical
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circumstances: he is, by his own admission, a very ugly man, but claims: ‘I
can imagine beauty as fluently and fully as if I had the head of Apollo’ (L,
16). Burn’s belief in his ability to transcend his body relies on a belief in the
incorporeal soul: “The twists in a body can only impress themselves on a
spirit that dwells constantly therein. Mine comes back to its disgraceful
bed, and lies cramped and ill in it’ (IL, 16).

Although Burn claims to be entirely sure of what he is saying, he can
still imagine Lydia’s critical response to it. He claims that ‘Goethe’s god-
like person gave him plenty of calm sleep’, but is aware that ‘If I said too
much you would sneer and think that the grapes were sour!! (IL, 16).
Lydia’s attitude 1s also present in Hanp’s claim in Enemy of the Stars,
examined in Chapter Two, that Arghol’s ‘philosophy’ is ‘Sour grapes!” (ES,
106). In both cases the voice of a subordinate character interrupts the
protagonist’s excursion into idealism with a rude reminder of the material
conditions in which they find themselves. This undermining of idealism, as
well as its initial expression, is an important feature of Lewis’'s thought,
and shows once again the two conflicting voices at work.

As Imaginary Letters progresses Burn slowly comes to realise that
his wife has been having an affair with a friend of his, who is in fact the
father of Lydia’s child. Imaginary Letters ends with Lydia demanding a
divorce and leaving for America, a development which undermines Burn’s
ostensible detachment and superiority. Lydia also tells Burn that he is not
the father of Yorke, an idea that Burn finds impossible to accept. Burn’s
disbelieft 1s unconvincing as there are several hints in earlier letters that
Yorke may not be his child: there are several references to Burn’s friend
Villerant who is in London with Lydia, and who Burn suspects ‘of having
smiled at my naiveté’ (IL, 4). Burn himself ponders the fact that ‘Yorke, by
a miracle (the miracle of your beauty, I suppose) appears to have escaped
the contamination of my flesh’, and even asks himself ‘perhaps I am not
Yorke’s father’ before reassuring himself ‘I am. I should know that tell-tale
rump anywhere’ (IL, 15, 19). In the last letter we learn that Lydia questions
Burn’s faith in the size of his and his son’s rump, asking him ‘Cannot you

think of anyone else with a large bottom?’ (IL, 25). Burn answers ‘I cannot’
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and ends his last letter: ‘So I presume you are fooling. I believe you are still
in London’ (IL, 25). Given the numerous indications of Lydia’s infidelity
Burn’s self-confident disbeliet seems an absurd response to the reality of
the situation. The biological, in the guise of large bottoms, fails to provide
Burn with the ground for his belief that he is Yorke’s father: Burn turns to
the biological for reassurance of his own position and finds no such thing,
yet still stubbornly persists in his now groundless belief of his paternity.
This turn to the body to provide a ground for belief, and the subsequent
discovery that it delivers something quite different from what it appeared
to promise is a recurrent pattern in Lewis’s representations of the body,
and one which I will explore further in the chapters that follow.

The final triumph of the biological over masculine intellectualism
could be read either as the body’s comic undermining of the absurd
aspirations of the mind, or as the mind’s inexorable and tragic defeat by
the treacherous flesh. In Imaginary Letters the comic reading takes
precedence — Burn’s reaction to Lydia’s infidelity in the last letter is so
absurd that it 1s impossible to see him as a tragic hero — but in Lewis’s
work 1n general there is always a tension between these two possibilities.
The question of whether the autonomy of the mind from the body, or at
least the appearance of its autonomy, is to be cherished or to be mocked is
one of the central questions of Lewis’s work.

Imaginary Letters 1s a good introduction to Lewis’s thinking about
the body as it shows its essential ambivalence: he articulates both the idea
that the body is insignificant and the idea that it is of fundamental
importance. This tension in his thinking will be explored in the chapters
that follow, and is closely related to the central question of this thesis, the
question of grounding. For Burn, the body 1s, theoretically at least, not a
ground for identity, but when faced with the biological fact of Lydia’s
adultery his theoretical position becomes strained and absurd, and he
undergoes something like a crisis of identity. It would be unwise to identify
Lewis too closely with Burn, but the questions that Imaginary Letters
raises — of detachment and distinction, of separation and autonomy, of

truth and certainty, of the tragic, the comic, and the absurd, of the material
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and the ideal — are ones which follow Lewis’s representations of the body

throughout his career, and are the ones upon which this thesis will attempt

to cast some light.
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Chapter One: Reality

In Wyndham Lewis’s short-story ‘A Soldier of Humour’ (1927) the
narrator, Kerr-Orr, remarks that ‘I am disposed to forget that people are
real — that they are, that is, not subjective patterns belonging specifically to
me’; and admits that his ‘joke-life |...} has for its very principle a denial of
the accepted actual’.r Although the character of Kerr-Orr is not simply
Lewis, there i1s a similar concern with reality in Lewis’s writing in general,
and the ‘denial of the accepted actual’ is a central concern of both his
theoretical work and his fiction. In this chapter, I will use the work of
Slavoj ZiZek, in particular his elaboration of Jacques Lacan’s notion of ‘the
Real’, to explore and elucidate some of the problems of reality in Lewis’s
work. I will look in detail at Time and Western Man (1927), Lewis’s major
work of cultural and philosophical criticism, and novels The Childermass

(1928) and The Revenge for Love (1937).

In Welcome to the Desert of the Real (2002) Slavoj ZiZek, following Alain
Badiou, claims that ‘the key feature of the twentieth century’ was ‘the

“passion for the Real [la passion du réel]”, arguing that:

The ultimate and defining moment of the twentieth century was the
direct experience of the Real as opposed to everyday social reality —
the Real 1n its extreme violence as the price to be paid tor peeling off
the deceptive layers of reality.2

t Wyndham Lewis, ‘A Soldier of Humour’, in The Complete Wild Body, ed. Bernard
Lafourcade, (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1982), p. 17.

2 Slavoj ZiZzek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real: Five Essays on September 11 and
Related Dates, (London & New York: Verso, 2002), pp. 5-6; the whole of the first chapter,
‘Passions of the Real, Passions of Semblance’, is very usetul, pp. 5-32.
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Such a concern can be seen in much of modernism, from the Imagist
imperative for ‘Direct treatment of the “thing”™, to the desire of writers
such as Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence to reach the reality overlooked
by realist fiction. 3 However, the modernist ‘passion for the Real’ is given
its clearest expression in Marinetti’s ‘The Foundation and Manifesto of

Futurism’ (1909):

Let’s break out of the horrible shell of wisdom and throw ourselves
like pride-ripened fruit into the wide, contorted mouth of the wind!
Let’s give ourselves utterly to the Unknown, not in desperation but
only to replenish the deep wells of the Absurd!4

In contrast to this enthusiastic plunge into the wviolent unknown,
Wyndham Lewis’s work is motivated by the desire to avoid ‘the Real'.
However, Lewis was not an advocate of the unreal but rather of what Zizek
would term ‘reality’. ZiZek’s distinction between ‘the Real’ and ‘reality’
provides a useful theoretical lens through which Lewis’s work can be
looked at again, and I will briefly clarify this distinction before analysing
Lewis’s texts.

In ZiZzek’s work the distinction between ‘reality’ and ‘the Real’ is

based on the idea that:

the reality of the social universe [is] an illusion that rests on a certain
“repression,” on overlooking the real of our desire. This social reality
is then nothing but a fragile, symbolic cobweb than can at any
moment be torn aside by an intrusion of the real.5

3 F. S. Flint, ‘From Poetry March 1913’, in Imagist Poetry, ed. Peter Jones,
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), p. 129; Virginia Woolf, ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’,
first published 1924, in Collected Essays, Vol. I, (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), pp.
319-37; D. H. Lawrence, Letter to Edward Garnett, 5 June 1914, in The Collected Letters
of D. H. Lawrence, 2 Vols., ed. Harry T. Moore, (London, Melbourne, Toronto:
Heinemann, 1962), p. 282.

4 Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, “The Foundation and Manifesto of Futurism’, first
published 1909, trans. R. W. Flint, in Art In Theory: 1900-1990: An Anthology of
Changing Ideas, eds. Charles Harrison & Paul Wood, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), p. 146.
5 Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan Through Popular
Culture, (Cambridge, Massachusetts & London, England: The MIT Press, 1991), p. 17.
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For Zizek the maintenance of this fragile ‘reality’ involves the
establishment of a boundary between it and ‘the Real’: ‘the barrier
separating the real from reality is theretore the very condition of
“normalcy”: “madness” [...] sets in when this barrier is torn down’.¢ Zizek
argues that this barrier is maintained by fantasy, which, he argues ‘is on

the side of reality’, and is essential to its maintenance. He claims that:

when the phantasmic frame disintegrates, the subject undergoes a
“loss of reality” and starts to perceive reality as an “irreal”
nightmarish universe with no firm ontological foundation; this
nightmarish universe is not “pure fantasy” but, on the contrary, that
which remains of reality after reality is deprived of its support in
fantasy.”

In ZiZek’s eyes ‘the Real’ is associated with the ‘irreal’: when fantasy-
sustained ‘reality’ breaks down ‘the Real’ appears in the form of the ‘irreal’.
‘Reality’, however ‘real’ it may appear, is sustained by fantasy, whereas ‘the
Real’, fantastic and irreal as it seems, is completely devoid of fantasy.
However, it 1s important to note that ‘the Real’ can never positively appear
as ‘the Real’: as that which ‘totally resists symbolization’ it can not be
incorporated into our sense of ‘reality’ in any meaningful way. The ‘passion
for the Real’ does not ever reach ‘the Real’ but, as ZiZek writes, ‘culminates
in its apparent opposite [...] in the pure semblance of the spectacular effect
of the Real’ .8 However, despite the inherent impossibility of ‘the passion
for the Real’ ZiZek writes that it should not be rejected as ‘once we adopt
this stance, the only remaining attitude is that of refusing to go to the end,

of “keeping up appearances” .9

6 Zizek, Looking Awry, p. 17.

7 Slavoj Zizek, The Plague of Fantasies, (London & New York: Verso, 1997), p. 66.
8 Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real, pp. 9-10.

9 Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real, p. 24.
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Time and Western Man:

“reality” [...] is not what it usually represents itself to be’

One of the most interesting aspects of Lewis’s treatment of reality in Time
and Western Man is his exploration of the role of belief in what we

experience as reality. He writes that:

For the understanding of “reality,” and to get at the meaning of the
problems suggested by the term “reality,” there is no term so
important as “belief.” Reality is in fact simply belief. What you
“believe in” is a thing’s “reality”: that is the realistic, not of course the
logical, account of it. That which a thing ceases to be for you, when
you cease to believe in it, is “real.” And the sensation that we define
as “reality” is the thing whose nearest specification is described in the
word “belief.” To believe in a thing’s existence is to experience its
reality. Reality, then, is simply a way a describing our capacity for
belief, and the things in which we believe. (TWM, 351)

Lewis’s point here is that the sense of reality depends on belief, and that
philosophy which enquires too much into the nature of reality and which
suspends the ‘common-sense’ belief in ‘common-sense’ reality in order to
make a more truthful account of it, will ultimately lose sight of reality
altogether. For Lewis, the existence of a sustainable and operative sense of
reality without an accompaniment of belief is an impossibility. Lewis in
effect proposes a categorical difference between two types of reality: an
apparent and believable reality and a real yet unbelievable reality; in which
the former is the world as it appears to us in consciousness, structured and
made to appear real by our belief, and the latter the world as it actually is
and is registered as sensation. This distinction can be seen to prefigure
ZizeK’s distinction between ‘the Real’ and Teality’, the latter which,
sustained as it is by the ‘phantasmic frame’ of ideology, is almost identical
to Lewis’s belief-sustained reality. A good illustration of this difference
between these two realities is given in an unpublished chapter of Time and

Western Man, in which Lewis writes:
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The single, isolated, direct sensation, however “real” (as we should
describe a sensation) in one way and perhaps violent, would not yet
bear with it the consciousness of reality or of belief. Take any sudden,
violent sensation. Imagine yourself walking along a platform waiting
for a train, and that suddenly a “crashing” aeroplane dropped on top
of you. For an instant, before you were killed, you would be aware of
the aeroplane. But that instantaneous sensation, without anything
preceding it or following it, would lack reality. Such an event (for the
briet moment of your awareness) would have a dream quality. (TWM,

549)

The assertion that we cannot comprehend a real event as part of reality
unless we can relate it to what precedes and follows it suggests that, for
Lewis, the sense of reality is in some way narrative, that, perhaps
surprisingly for the great enemy of ‘Time-philosophy’, events which cannot
be fitted into some temporal order — the instantaneous and unanticipated
violence of an aeroplane falling on one’s head — are perceived as unreal
and phantasmagoric. Reality for Lewis is not simply sensation, but the
consciousness of sensation that has been structured and ordered by belief,
a point he makes quite clearly, writing that ‘A purely sensational existence
would not be capable of supplying this notion, “reality,” at all’ (TWM, 355).
This means that, as Lewis writes, “reality” as a notion, and in its generally
accepted sense, is not what it usually represents itself to be’ but rather is
something which requires a minimal degree of mediation to become

operative:

We need time to think, in short, and the leisure which habit supplies
us with, to arrive at the notion of the “real”; we require the sort of
loose, disconnected “self” of our non-sensational, abstract life to get
this sensation with. The purely sensational creature (like the newly-
born baby) would not discriminate between itself and the exterior
world. It would be what happened to it. It would be everything with
which its senses presented itself. There would be no question of a
“self.” There would only be a not-self of pure sensation — which is, of
course, the evangelical christian and communistic “self,” as it is also
the self of “action” and “function”: the time-self. (TWM, 355)

Lewis’s rejection of pure sensation, of the unmediated experience, is one

which sets him apart from much of modernist thinking, and its insistence
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on maintaining an operative sense of self is dependent also on retaining
shared social values. For Lewis, the maintenance of ‘reality’ in the face of
‘the Real” was a task that could not be taken on successfully by the isolated
individual, but could be achieved by preserving a stable social order. Just
as for Lewis the real in which we cannot believe (the crashing aeroplane) is
perceived as having a ‘dream-quality’ and lacking reality, for ZiZzek ‘the
Real’ perceived without a ‘phantasmic frame’ also lacks reality and is
perceived as ‘an “irreal” nightmarish universe’. This similarity is
Interesting and significant because it indicates that to some extent, and
without the benefit of hindsight and the sophisticated conceptual
apparatus of Lacanian psychoanalysis, Lewis had already identified and
begun to critique something like the twentieth century’s ‘passion for the
real’ in the 1920s.10

Lewis’s insistence on the importance of belief for our understanding
of reality is directed against, among others, thinkers who thought they
could obtain a more direct experience of God, an attack which may seem a
little paradoxical. Here, to put it in ZiZek’s terms, Lewis sets the ‘reality’ of
belief against ‘the Real’ of God, in an attack on the theology of William
James and others that holds up, perhaps in ‘bad faith’, Catholic orthodoxy
as being the means by which God can be avoided and belief sustained.
Lewis makes the seemingly bizarre comment that ‘it would not be
paradoxical to say that the catholic position [...] is that of the irreligious,
or non-religious mind, in contrast to the God-hungry mysticism of the
James type (TWM, 364).

Lewis’s theology may seem a little eccentric, but it continues and
develops the anti-transcendent aspect of his thinking, that can be first seen
in his rejection of total abstraction in visual art before the First World War,

to include both a rejection of the idea of complete corporeal immanence as

0 Lewis's ‘purely sensational creature’ unable to ‘discriminate between itself and the
exterior world’ 1s reminiscent of Lacan’s notion of the pre-mirror-stage human subject
who cannot distinguish ‘between the Innenwelt and the Umwelt'. Jacques Lacan, ‘The
Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytical
Experience’, in Ecrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan, (London & New York:
Routledge, 2001). p. 4.
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well as that of absolute spiritual transcendence. Lewis writes of ‘a swarm of

philosophers more or less inspired by James’, who believe, as he sees it,

that:

the way to attain God is the direct one of personal “religious
experience” possessed of “a certitude stronger that that attaching to
religious truth.” It is the manner of the protestant Reformation, of
course, the direct plunge to God, not only without mediation or by
means of reason (with all the dangers of that confusing exercise), but
with a debased reliance upon some kind of semi-philosophical, half-
rational image: for clearly no plunge of that sort is entirely “direct,”
unless a great heat of mystical emotion is called into play, which is
not usual with philosophers. (TWM, 365)

Lewis makes it clear that he sees a deep connection between the ‘God-

hungry mysticism of the James type’ and the Reformation and the

emergence of Protestantism, a point that is also made in The Art of Being

Ruled (1926), where he writes that:

When Luther appealed for the individual soul direct to God, and the
power of mediating authority was definitively broken, God must have
toreseen that he would soon follow His viceregents. The individual
soul would later on, had he been God, have known very well that
when he abandoned God, he would before long himself be
abandoned. The mediator should have known that too. In any case
this necessary triad had vanished. The trinity of God, Subject, and
Object is at an end. The collapse of this trinity is the history also of
the evolution of the subject into the object or of the child back into
the womb from which it came. (ABR, 27)

In the tace of this perceived breakdown of ‘mediating authority’ and the

accompanying regression, Lewis preferred a more traditional and less

zealous approach:

How much cleaner, and in the end more efficacious, is the method of
the catholic, the inventions of Reason rather than the irresponsible
and lonely gushings of “intuitive” heat. About the wish to seize and
mingle with the supreme Reality in a passionate attack there is
something lunatic and egoistic. To maintain this supreme divinity in
1solation from our imperfection, instead of exacting jealously its
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democratic descent to where we are, to approach it only circuitously
and with a measured step, at the risk of appearing unfervid is, it

would seem, to the human reason and to human taste, the better way.
(TWM, 365)

This emphasis on the ‘lunatic and egoistic’ nature of the desire to ‘seize
and mingle with the supreme Reality’ is indicative of Lewis’s rejection of
‘the passion of the Real’, and, moreover, is in keeping with his more
explicitly political wish to maintain an ordered, delineated, and
hierarchical social structure, as his reference to the ‘democratic descent’ of
God makes clear. What also becomes obvious is that this unease with
‘mingling’ 1s expressed In terms of what Lewis would see as degraded
physicality. Lewis considers James’s use of a ‘bar of iron’ under the
influence of magnetism, which of course it cannot express but nevertheless
affects it,'* as a metaphor for the ‘faith-state’, as meaning that to reach
such a state ‘we have to “primitivize” ourselves to the extent of reaching
the mineral world — we do not even stop at the animal’ (TWM, 367). Lewis
objects to this downgrading of the human to the mineral, and also to what
he sees as the sexual nature of a ‘faith-state’ so achieved:

3

The “cheerful and expansive” disturbances [James] elsewhere
indicates give us a further enlightenment as to what would no doubt
be the ultimate seat of such experiences, of the “bar-of-iron” order:
for the “expansive and searching” movements of sex [...] indicate
where we should get to in our intimate and personal attack upon
Deity. It would be very much sans facon, in the end, that we should
“experience” our God. In James’ highly stimulated bar-of-iron we
have the link between his later mystical philosophy and the sexual
character of most mystical religiosity. (TWM, 368)

11 ‘It is as if a bar of iron, without touch or sight, with no representative facility whatever,
might nevertheless be strongly endowed with an inner capacity for magnetic feeling; and
as if, through the various arousals of its magnetism by magnets coming and going in its
neighbourhood, it might be consciously determined to different attitudes and tendencies.
Such a bar of iron could never give you an outward description of the agencies that had
the power of stirring it so strongly; yet of their presence, and of their significance for its
life, it would be intensely aware through every fibre of its being.” William James, The
Varieties of Religious Experience, first published 1902, (London: Penguin, 1985), pp. 55-
6; quoted in TWM, pp. 376-8.
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Lewis writes that in ‘the impulsive, tail-wagging, sentimental dog [...] we
certainly have a religious animal, and that ‘the dog’s worship of his
master [1s a] “religion” of a more absolute order than any of which man is
capable’ (TWM, 368). The characterisation of the ‘absolute’ as non-human
1s a fundamental feature of Lewis’s thought, from his rejection of total
abstraction in art to his hostility to complete immediacy of experience. The
‘absolute’ for Lewis is very much something that has to be kept at the
correct and proper distance, and is seen as having lethal effects if the
boundary between it and the human is broken down. Lewis maintains that
there is, or, rather, that there was and still should be, a decisive distinction
between the ‘supreme Reality’ of the absolute or God, and the ‘personal
reality’ of the human individual. Indeed, he writes that ‘our sense of
personal reality is so great that we are not able, at the same time, to
entertain the sensation of the existence of a God’ (TWM, 373); a statement
which could be rewritten in the language of Zizek to mean that ‘reality’
cannot be sustained in the face of direct contact with ‘the Real’. Lewis
writes that he is ‘against a mystical “belief,” [...] though not against the
rational belief’, and that he considers such ‘mystical’ belief, in the manner
of James, as ‘incompatible with “beliet” in the more universal sense of
experiencing and holding in ourself the sensation of reality’ (TWM, 373).
This incommensurability of belief in ourselves and belief in the absolute,
means, for Lewis, that our relation to ‘the supreme Reality’ must remain
an oblique and indirect one. Indeed, he writes that: ‘It is as thieves only — a
thiet of the real — that we can exist, or as parasites upon God. The
Absolute, we think, crushes, and is meant by its hierophants to crush, the
personal lite’ (TWM, 373).

Lewis’s pretference for ‘reality’ over ‘the Real’ is given its most
programmatic expression in the following passage, in which he makes a
case for a focus on the superficial and the avoidance of the more

fundamental:

[f the contrast is between a conception of the world as an ultimate
Unity on the one hand, or a Plurality on the other; if you have,
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dogmatic and clear-cut, or rather if you could have, on the one side a
picture of a multiplicity of wave-like surface changes only, while all
the time the deep bed of Oneness reposes unbroken underneath: on
the other side the idea of an absolute plurality, every midget
existence, every speck and grain, unique (for what such “uniqueness”
was worth) and equally real, irrespective of any hierarchy of truth at
all: then can there be any question that the hypothesis of Oneness is
the profounder hypothesis, and must, if we lay this barely between
those two, be the real? But we are surface-creatures only, and by
nature are meant to be that only, if there is any meaning 1n nature.
No metaphysician goes the whole length of departure from the
surface-condition of mind — that fact is generally not noticed. For
such departures result in self-destruction, just as though we hurled
ourselves into space — into “mental-space,” if you like, in this case.
We are surface-creatures, and the “truths” from beneath the surtace
contradict our values. It is among the flowers and leaves that our lot
is cast, and the roots, however “interesting,” are not so ultimate for
us. For us the ultimate thing is the surface, the last-comer, and that is
committed to a plurality of being. (TWM, 377)

Lewis restricts knowledge to the surface not because he considers ‘the
“truths” from beneath the surface’ as categorically unknowable, but
because they ‘contradict our values’ and potentially result in ‘selt-
destruction’. His epistemology is framed in terms of survival rather than
knowability; going ‘beneath the surface’ is not rejected because it
impossible, but because it is dangerous. A wilful ignorance of ‘the Real’ 1s
central to Lewis’s version of ‘reality’, a pattern that is repeated in his

approach to God:

If there is a God, we can say, we have, for this life, our backs turned to
each other. This must be so for things to be bearable at all for us as
creatures: for such unrelieved intimacy as would otherwise exist,
such perpetual society — of such a pervasive, psychic, overwhelming
kind — would not be socially possible. We at least must pretend not to
notice each other’s presence, [...]. To confront or “encounter” God is

for us physically impossible, we can conclude; we can only see God, if
at all, from behind. (TWM, 372)

The fundamental problem with Lewis’s survival-oriented epistemology ot
the surface is that it assumes that it is within the power of individuals to

ignore the absolute, whether in the form of God or ‘the Real’, and does not
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consider situations where this strategy would become impossible, and the
‘unrelieved intimacy’ of ‘perpetual society’ become unavoidable. It is in the
light of this lack in his philosophy that the treatment of ‘reality’ and ‘the
Real’ in his novels becomes significant, for they deal with situations 1n
which individuals do not possess sufficient power to turn their backs to
‘the Real’ of the situations in which they find themselves, and where the

‘reality’ of the surface starts to crack and disintegrate.

30



Chapter One: Reality

The Childermass:

‘the whole appearance vanishes, the man is gone’

The work of Lewis’s in which a sense of reality is most dramatically lost is
his 1928 novel The Childermass, described by Fredric Jameson as a work
of ‘theological science fiction’.’2 The Childermass is so full of episodes
where the real and the unreal mix uneasily that it would be impossible to
document and analyse them all, and so I will concentrate, to begin with, on
the figures of the ‘peons’, the ghostly proletariat of Lewis’s imagined after-
world, whose tendency to disintegrate when looked at too hard
demonstrates extremely well the bizarre nature of the reality of The
Childermass, and indicates some of the more general cultural and political
concerns of the novel. The peons first appear early on in the novel, when
Pullman and Satterthwaite, the protagonists of the novel, encounter a
‘working-party of the peons despatched at daybreak from the celestial port
for field-work and employment in the camp’ (C, 21). The peons are
described in terms which immediately give an impression of their status

both as labourers and tenuously real indigents:

Grey-faced, a cracked parchment with beards of a like material,
ragged wisps and lamellations of the skin, bandage-like turbans of
the same shade, or long-peaked caps, their eyes are blank, like
discoloured stones. A number of figures are collected with picks and
shovels, baulks, a wheelbarrow in the shape of a steep trough, a
gleaming sickle, two long-handled sledges and one heavy beetle-
hammer. Their spindle limbs are in worn braided dungaree suitings.

(C, 21)

The peons fascinate Satters, who is new to the after-world and unlike

Pullman has not seen them before:

Satters’ eyes are attracted to these halted human shells as though to a
suddenly perceived vacuum but with them it is not the abstract abyss.
The bold spanking rhythm of Satters’ forward roll degenerates into

2 Fredric Jameson, Fables of Aggression: Wyndham Lewis, the Modernist as Fascist,
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1979), p. 6.
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sluggish pretence, stimulated by his trainer. His vertigo increases as
they draw near to the peons. Pullman idles coolly forward, blandly
receptive in his Zoo of men, but he says, “Don’t look!” frequently,
mistrusting of the mysterious inflammability of all more instinctive
organisms. (C, 23)

It is significant that it is specifically only Satters’ eyes that are attracted to
the peons, as this purely ocular fascination appears as more a physical
than a mental process, guided by the automatism of one of the senses
rather than the retflection and will of the mind or personality. The physical
nature of Satters’ fascination 1s also manifested in the ‘degeneration’ of his
walk from ‘bold spanking rhythm {...] into sluggish pretence’, as if the
mere sighting of the peons instantly affects Satters’ bodily posture which,
until now, has been characterised as one of a thoroughly upper-class and
public-school clumsiness, but which seems very quickly to begin to
approximate that of the peons. When Pullman commands Satters not to
look at the peons, it is unclear whether his mistrust of ‘the mysterious
inflammability of all more instinctive organisms’ is focused on Satters or
on the peons, an ambiguity which also gives an indication of the sudden
and involuntary similarity that is at work.

Things get even more peculiar when we are given a Satters-eye view

of the proceedings:

Satters in the dirty mirror of the fog sees a hundred images, in the
aggregate, sometimes as few as twenty, it depends if his gaze is
steadfast. Here and there their surfaces collapse altogether as his eyes
fall upon them, the whole appearance vanishes, the man is gone. But
as the pressure withdraws of the full-blown human glance the
shadow reassembles, in the same stark posture, every way as before,
at the same spot — obliquely he is able to observe it coming back
jerkily into position. (C, 23)

The peons cannot be fixed in vision, and although they disappear to some
extent they never do so completely, always remaining obliquely in the field
of vision. If we take the peons to represent the urban working-class masses

characteristic of modernity, something suggested by the fact that they

32



Chapter One: Reality

come equipped with ‘a gleaming sickle {...] and one heavy beetle-hammer’
(C, 21), then Lewis’s presentation of them reveals not only an anxiety
about the presence and potential power of these masses, but also a concern
about the possibility of gaining knowledge of them and fixing them in
perception. Rather like the absent crowd of the General Strike that is there
but never quite appears in the last chapter of The Apes of God, which will
be discussed in Chapter Five, the peons can never be confronted directly,
as they do not stand still or even remain substantial for long enough for
the middle-class observer to be able to come to terms with them and
establish what they really are. In both novels the observer who confronts
this problem is portrayed as being childlike and naive — Daniel Boleyn in
The Apes of God is hardly more developed than the babyish Satters —
which may suggest that Lewis is satirising a particular subset of the
middle-classes; but, given the more general concern about stability and
clarity of vision in his work, it seems extremely likely that this concern
about the shifting and indefinable presence of a working-class mass is a
fundamental one. The childishness of Satters and Boleyn can then be seen
as functioning as a decoy or a screen, enabling Lewis to articulate his
anxieties, without suffering the indignity of having to express them directly
as his own personal fears.

The peons, and indeed the whole of the world of The Childermass,
can be seen as a fine example of a world in which ‘all that is sold melts into
air’,13 and this melting certainly threatens Satters, undermining as it does

his confidence in his power to understand the world around him:

The effort to understand is thrown upon the large blue circular eyes
entirely: but the blue disc is a simple register; it has been filled with a
family of pain-photisms, a hundred odd, it is a nest of vipers
absolutely — oh, they are unreal! what are these objects they have got
in? signal the muscles of the helpless eye: it distends in alarm; it is

13 The phrase is of course from The Communist Manifesto, but it also forms the basis and
the title of Marshall Berman’s influential account of modernity, All That is Solid Melts
Into Air: The Experience of Modernity, (London & New York: Verso, 1983), which is
illuminating on some of the issues at work here.
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nothing but a shocked astonished apparatus, asking itself if it has
begun to work improperly. (C, 24)

However, when the peons return to some sort of solidity, Satters is not

relieved but becomes subject to a new sort of anxiety:

The images take on for him abruptly a menacing distinctness; the
monotonous breathing of the group turns into a heave that with a
person would be a sigh; all this collection are inflated with a breath of
unexpected sadness; a darker shade rushes into the pigments, as it
were, of them, like wind springing up in their immaterial passionless
trances, whistling upon their lips, at some order, denying them more
repose — since they have a life after their fashion, however faded; and
a thrill of dismay responds in Satters, the spell lifts, he presses
against Pullman, forcing him oft the track in panic. (C, 24-5)

That this realisation of the strange reality of the peons results in Satters
forcing Pullman (whose name itself suggests a railway carriage) off the
track 1s significant, for it suggests that Satters’ perception of the peons,
which i1s far less mediated than Pullman’s by the reassurances of the
Bailift, is in some way disruptive of the path which they are supposed to
follow. Indeed, Pullman’s reaction to Satters’ behaviour is exactly that of
the haughty but threatened member of the ruling classes: ““We must hold
our ground [...] Don’t show you're afraid of them whatever vou do. Where
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are your fighting glands? Theyre quite inoffensive™ (C, 25). Pullman’s
reaction 1s ‘to keep up appearances’, which 1s, as we have already seen,
Zizek’s characterisation of an inadequate reaction to ‘the passion for the
Real’; rather than admit and take into consideration the reality of what
Satters sees, Pullman keeps on repeating the same old clichéd formulas in
order to sustain his less traumatic, but less real, sense of reality and order.
Later on Satters and Pullman encounter some tfriends of Satters, who,
like him, are dressed as school-boys, and with whom Satters converses.
After they have gone Pullman admonishes Satters for talking to them, as

he claims that they were in fact peons, a fact that Satters disputes, and

which leads him to ask Pullman:
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“What is a peon then, really?”

The response commences at once.

“It is the multitude of personalities which God has created, ever
since the beginning of time, and is unable now to destroy,” Pullman
mumbles under protest, saying his lesson, over his basket, in which
he stirs about with his finger.

“How about Marcus then?”

“Well how about him?”

“Well, did I imagine Marcus — you know what I mean, or don’t
you? — I'm afraid!”

“Did you create Marcus, do you mean?” Pullman’s voice
improves and grows distinct, but his head is sunk. He talks to his
eggs as he turns them over.

“Oh all right don’t beastly well talk if you don’t want to! No I
don’t mean that, that I — what did you say?”

“Why not? In your dreams you create all sorts of people. Why
not in the other thing?”

“Why not in the what?”

“Why, in the other dream.” (C, 41-2)

Pullman’s initial answer, which merely repeats a formula he has learnt
from the Bailiff and which until now has been accepted by Satters, does not
end the questioning here, and Pullman himself raises the possibility of
subjectively creating people by the power of the imagination ‘in the other
dream’, i.e. in the ‘normal’ waking world of The Childermass. This
possibility, which in the world they are in cannot be summarily dismissed,

seems to have a devastating physical effect on Pullman:

Pullman looks up. Satters gazes into a sallow vacant mask, on which
lines of sour malice are disappearing, till it is blank and elementary,
in fact the face of a clay doll.

“Why, you are a peon!” Satters cries pointedly, clapping his
hands.

Pullman recovers at his cry, and his face, with muscular
initiative, shrinks as though in the grip of a colossal sneeze. The
screwed-up cuticle is a pinched blister of a head-piece: it unclenches,
and the normal Pullman-mask emerges, but still sallow, battered and
stiff-lipped. (C, 42)

This slippage on Pullman’s part, who until now has very much functioned

as Satters’ only stable and reliable point of reference, prompts Satters to

question him even more:
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“Then I could create you as well, couldn’t I?” [Satters] drawls,
and yawns. |

“I expect so0.”

Pullman squints at him with vixenish reserve and yawns.

“Are peons— What was I going to say? Are the peons —”

“Men?”

“No not men; I mean are they always peons?”

Pullman is in a huff; he moves the previous question. The
dialogue prevents him from leaving.

“They are not always peons.”

“Always is a big order. Once a peon, always a peon: is that what
you mean? Not necessarily.”

“Yes I expect sometimes — They are human like us, aren’t they,
in a way, Pulley?”

“Not like us.”

“Not like us? What is the difference? Are we very different? I
believe we only think we’re different.” (C, 43)

Satters seems to have hit on one of the truths of the world of The
Childermass: the difference between the non-peons and the peons is not
an absolute or an innate one, but one which has to be sustained through
the reiteration of conventions and formulaic statements of beliet. This
‘realisation’ by Satters (although the reader is probably meant to be more
aware of its truth than Satters, who remains the quintessential
nincompoop) immediately has dramatic effects on the simulacrum of a

souk in which this exchange has taken place:

the lambent grain of the wall falls into violent movement, then it
collapses, a white triturated dust puffs into the bazaar. Satters
plunges into the dissolving surface after the small darting figure with
the basket. He closes his eyes, there is a soft rush in his ears, there is
an empty instant of time, and he is hurled from the sinking fabric.

For a few seconds he is confused. He is still aware, as an image,
of the scene from which he has been expelled. But the river is there in
front of him: the city is reflected in it, as it is near. Pullman tramples
beside him, bareheaded, in his slippers. The strangeness of the
abrupt readjustment is overcome almost immediately. Then at once
the present drives out everything except itself, so that inside a minute
it for him is the real. (C, 43-4)
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This sudden expulsion and the quickness with which the change of scene is
internally recognised and accepted as reality dramatises the extent of the
power of the Bailiff (who presumably is responsible for it, but who has not
yet appeared in the narrative except through Pullman’s routine allusions to
him) over both the external environment and Pullman and Satters’
perception of it. The speed at which the transformation becomes accepted
i1s due to the shortness of their memory — an image of where they were
betore is retained, but only briefly, and ‘the present drives out everything
except itself’, that is to say the previous environment and their memory of
it.

Immediately after this unanticipated change of scene, as Pullman and
Satters set off again, a ‘strange voice rises upon the atmosphere, in
apostrophe’, and, as Satters immediately realises, ‘The words are
Pullman’s but the voice and the manner are those of a stranger’ (C, 44).
This dissociation of Pullman’s words and his voice signals the breakdown
of the natural unity of the subject, manifested by the fact that Pullman is
not entirely in control of himself, and indicates the presence of something
other than Pullman and Satters, even though they are apparently alone —
something other which can evidently speak through Pullman if it wishes to
do so. Satters himself finds this ‘lapse’ of Pullman’s amusing, and ‘eyes
with mischievous satisfaction the unconscious figure’; Pullman, on the

other hand finds it an uncomfortable and embarrassing experience:

Frowning, [Pullman] eructates slightly twice, then again, expelling
the sensation — planting his slippered feet, as he advances, with
additional firmness. He whistles a few bars of a chimes. As a person
guilty of a spasm of wind in a select company, but who covers the
breach with a stolid eye, so Pullman disregards his lapse from the
rational. (C, 44)

The simile of the ‘spasm of wind’ and Pullman’s eructation (belching)
suggests a grotesquely physical dimension to his reaction to the
dissociation which he has unconsciously undergone; his attempt to expel

the sensation through such inside-out methods suggests that, in Pullman’s
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mind, the power or presence which was responsible for the lapse imposes
itselt inside him, rather than upon him. Pullman’s defensive belching also
recalls one of his instructions to Satters, after their earlier encounter with

tEé

peons, to “Spit out that filth!™, which was swiftly followed by the peons
becoming ‘a part of the sodden unsteady phantasm of the past upon the
spot’ (C, 28). In both episodes the motion of physical expulsion of
something interior (liquid or gas) functions as a means of the individual
removing the influence of an external force that has somehow become
Internalised. Or, perhaps more accurately, it allows the individual to
believe that they have accomplished such an expulsion. This image of the
influence of others manifesting itself as a physical intrusion or as the
digestion of an alien element, suggests that, for Pullman at least, the
expulsion of this element will also result in the expulsion of the influence:
he thinks that he can belch out the other voice which speaks through him.
Such a belief presupposes that the physically intact individual is
autonomous, and that individuality can be regulated and guaranteed
through the maintenance of the proper order and appearance of the body.

The relationship between belief and reality, so important in Time and
Western Man, features in the explanation Pullman gives Satters for the
latter’s feelings of strangeness: Pullman relates an anecdote about a
Protessor Tyndall who, when receiving an electric shock in a public
demonstration involving a battery of Leyden jars, has the following
experience:

1 44

[...] For a few moments Professor Tyndall was insensible. [...] Well,
when Professor Tyndall came to, he found himself in the presence of
his audience. There was he, there was the audience, there were the
Leyden jars. In a flash he realized perfectly what had happened: he
knew he had received the battery discharge. The intellectual
consciousness, as he called it, of his position returned more promptly
than the optical consciousness. What is meant by that is as follows.
He recovered himself, so to speak, very nearly at once. He was
conscious on the spot of what had occurred. Professor Tyndall had
great presence of mind. He was able to address the audience and
reassure it immediately. But while he was reassuring the audience,
his body appeared to him cut up into fragments. For instance, his
arms were separated from his trunk, and seemed suspended in the
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air. He was able to reason and also to speak as though nothing were
the matter. But his optic nerve was quite irrational. It reported
everything in a fantastic manner. Had he believed what it reported,
he would not have been able to address his audience as he did, or in
fact address them at all. Do you follow so far? Had it been the optic
nerve speaking it would have said, ‘As you see, I am all in pieces!” As
it was, he said, ‘You see! I am uninjured and quite as usual.’ [...] 7 (C,

89-90)

Pullman goes on to explain that when he first arrived in the world of The
Childermass this story came to his mind:

4

[...] Shall T tell you my reasoning? |...] Tyndall when he was
addressing the audience was really disembodied. He had no body at
the moment, only bits. He spoke from memory ot the normal
situation. Do you see the train of thought or not? On the physical side
we are, at present, memories of ourselves. Do you get that? We are in
fragments, as it were, or anything you like. We are not normal, are
we? No. Conscious — we are conscious, though. So there you have a
sufficient parallel. We behave as we do from memory, that’s the idea.
We go one better than Tyndall: we put the thing together in its
sensational completeness. We behave as though we were now what
we used to be, in life. [...] 7 (C, 90-1)

These images of fragmentation and reintegration dramatise the idea that
the body does not, at least in the world of The Childermass, exist for
consciousness in a self-evident and unmediated way. However, there is a
crucial difference between the experience of Satters and that of Professor
Tyndall in Pullman’s anecdote: for Tyndall, his body really is unified and
whole, and the shock that he experiences exposes him briefly to the
perception that his body exists as fragments, an illusory perception which,
through the operation of his intellect, he quickly overcomes; with Satters,
on the other hand, his body is not really unified in the first place — ‘We are
not normal, are we?’ — and the mental operation of unification is one
which has to be performed and cannot just be assumed. Pullman’s
statement that “We behave as though we were now what we used to be, in
life’, suggests that the unification of the perceived fragments of the body

through the action of memory is no longer a temporary defence against a
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momentary illusion of fragmentation, as it was with Professor Tyndall, but
an ongoing constitutive process, an ongoing means by which people can
behave ‘as though’ they were normal. For Tyndall, the knowledge of his
bodily unity is realistic, it is in accordance with the reality of the situation,
as the fragmentation he perceives is just an effect of his electrocution,
whereas for Satters and Pullman, the belief that their bodies are unitied,
based on their memories, is not realistic in the sense of simply reflecting a
fixed objective reality out there, but is an active process of reality-
production, of enabling them to behave ‘as though’ they were still ‘normal’.

The split between an ‘intellectual consciousness’ and an ‘optical
consciousness’ that Pullman invokes in his explanation of Professor
Tyndall’s experience is a useful one for understanding the relationship
between Pullman and Satters. Throughout the novel attention is drawn to
the eyes of the two main characters: Pullman is presented as having
glasses and poor vision, one of the key characteristics he shares with
James Joyce; Satters is introduced as having ‘blue eyes engagingly dilated
(C, 7), and when he has to answer a question about the size of his eyes for a
questionnaire of the Bailiff’'s Pullman prompts him to answer, ‘large. Very
big. Lovely big ones! And blue’ (C, 66). As we saw when Satters first
encountered the Peons, his eyes sometimes seem to possess a will of their
own, becoming drawn to things without the intervention of his mind; on
the other hand, Pullman tends not to see what he does not already believe
in, and in contrast to Satters, his optical perceptions are completely under
the control of his intellect, something illustrated by his attitude towards

their surroundings:

[Satters:] “What are those hills?”

“Hills? Where? There are no hills. They’re nothing!” Pullman
crossly exclaims.

“I didn’t know.”

“Nothing at all, not hills.”

The distance to the city varies; Satters repeatedly looks over,
lunging his head to catch it at its changes and at last says:

“Doesn’t that look smaller sometimes?”

“What?” Pullman looks round indignantly.

“Sometimes it looks smaller to me than others.”
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“Certainly not! Whatever makes you think!”

The whole city like a film-scene slides away perceptibly several
inches to the rear, as their eyes are fixed upon it.

“There!” exclaims Satters pointing.

“Oh that! I know, it looks like it. But it isn't so. It’s only the
atmosphere.” (C, 32)

Pullman’s stubborn insistence that firstly there are no hills when hills can
clearly be seen, and secondly that they are stationary when in fact they are
clearly moving, indicates the extent to which his optical perception of his
environment is conditioned by his belief that it is normal, and is not the
bizarre and shifting oddity that it really is, and which he and Satters both
see. The 1irony of Pullman’s insistence that the hills are not really moving
but only look as if they are is revealed later when the Bailiff declares ‘The

mountains were an idea of mine!’ (C, 210), and explains that:

[ had [the mountains] fixed up as I told you. It was no easy matter to
get ’em to make their appearance as you now can see them and settle
down in the reliable way they have as pukka mountains, as they are. I
went into the whole matter with our principal engineer as it happens
a Scot — a Scot — a very able person: he was despatched to Iceland
and he brought back the mountains with him or should I say their
appearance. Once in a way they vanish even now, but they're a fairly
dependable landmark on the whole as certain as most things. Don’t
look too hard at them, I didn’t say they were to be taken too seriously.

(C, 224)

The fact that the mountains really are only ‘their appearance’ makes a
mockery of Pullman’s earlier position, and shows that the ‘optical
consciousness’ of Satters actually registers the reality of their situation
better than his ‘intellectual consciousness’, reversing the hierarchy he
invoked in the anecdote of Professor Tyndall. But although Satters can in
many ways see, or allow himself to see, the reality of the world they are in,
he is not equipped with the knowledge to survive in it unaided by Pullman,
a fact emphasised by the constant references to his childishness and
Pullman’s nannyishness. Lewis’s point here is not that the optical

consciousness is superior to the intellectual consciousness, or vice versa,
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but that the separation of these two consciousnesses has deleterious effects
on the adequate perception of the world, a point that echoes his assertion
in Time and Western Man that, ‘it is because of the subjective disunity due
to the separation, or separate treatment, of the senses, principally of
sight and of touch, that the external disunity has been achieved (TWM,
393).

The difference between Satters’ dangerous optical fascination with
the reality of what he sees, and Pullman’s defensive intellectual integration
of it into a pre-existing pattern is made clear in an earlier passage, where

Pullman and Satters are characterised as rats:

A veteran rat trotting in an aerial gutter, he catches a glimpse of
glittering chasms but averts his eyes, his present business the
periplus of the roof. He is guiding, dutiful senior, the young rat to
their eyrie their coign of vantage. Once they get there he will rest, and
have a dream perhaps, of gigantic apparitions inhabiting the
dangerous hollows inside the world. Meanwhile action is everything;
to keep moving is the idea, that is his law of existence — to rattle
along these beaten tracks. Has he not the golden secret, who knows
as he does the right road to the proper place in record time, barring
accidents? But the glamour of this outcast plan, rigid and forbidden,
whose lines are marked out through the solid walls of matter,
contrary to the purposes of nature, is lost on the newcomer. He only
has eyes for the abyss. Intoxicated with the spaces plunging all round
them, in passionate distances expressed as bright dizzy drops, let in
at spy-holes or thrown up as reflections, he walks upon air, truant in
mind from the too-concrete circuit. (C, 16-7)

The abyss which fascinates and intoxicates Satters is real but, in Pullman’s
eyes, dangerous, and so he averts his eyes from it, resisting the intoxtcation
to which Satters is compelled. On the other hand, Pullman is throughout
the book characterised as being ‘hypnotised’ by the Bailiff; indeed the first
time the Bailiff is mentioned he ‘withdraws into a hypnotic fixity of
expression’: ‘Pullman stands fast, shoulders high and squared, small calves
in inflexible arcs, eyes still hypnotic’ (C, 9-10).

[t is Satters, the infantile idiot, and not Pullman, the educated
intellectual, who directs his gaze beneath the surface, and while Lewis can

hardly be said to endorse Satters as an exemplar, Pullman’s strategy 1s
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hardly presented as a perfect one, either. However, the alternatives
presented here — either following the preordained path of convention or
falling into the void — seem to map the only alternatives present in Lewis’s
thought. The idea of an active engagement with ‘the Real’ beyond the
‘reality’ sustained by belief is never seriously considered by Lewis, and the
presence of any such reality is caricatured as traumatic and violent,
invading the body and the mind of the individual, and destroying their
sense of self. It is Lewis’s inability to imagine a new way of being that
escapes these two limiting alternatives that is his key failure, and marks
him out as a peculiar modernist, advocating a reliance on established
values and conventions of ‘common-sense’ together with a suspension ot
curiosity about ‘the Real” on the philosophical level, while practising an
extremely original and modern literary and visual style, which breaks
decisively with the conventions of naturalistic realism that would seem to

be the aesthetic counterpart of his epistemological position.

The idea that memory plays a crucial role in our perception of the world
was discussed in Time and Western Man, where Lewis asserts that: ‘It 1s
memory that gives that depth and fullness to our present, and makes our
abstract, ideal world of objects for us’ (TWM, 383). Contrasted with the
depth and fullness of a world mediated and enriched by memory is the
flatness and depthlessness of the world as seen by Time-philosophy and

modern science, which Lewis sees as:

a world according to the crude or elementary optic sense, and
therefore a picture. But it is a flat world: it is one of successive, flat,
images or impressions. And further, these images or impressions are,
as far as possible, naked and simple, direct, sensations, unassociated
with any component of memory. (TWM, 384)

This would also be a good description of the world of The Childermass,
particularly in those moments when, as in the disintegration ot the
simulacral souk, it is at its most arbitrary and fluctuating. In light of this

similarity it is significant that Lewis does not see this flat, optical world as
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ultimately less real than the world of memory and common-sense, indeed,

he actually sees it as more real:

The intensity, nakedness, reality of the immediate sensation, even
though it gives you no ideal whole, though it is dogmatically a
creature of the moment, even though it gives you the “objects” of life
only as strictly experienced in Time; evanescent, flashing and
momentary; not even existing outside of their proper time, ideally
having no prolongations in memory, confined to the “continuous
present” of the temporal appearance: consumed (and immediately
evacuated) as “events”: one with action, incompatible with reflection,
impossible of contemplation — the sensation (in spite of these
peculiarities) is nevertheless, is it not? the real thing. (TWM, 389)

This reinforces the idea that it is Satters who perceives far more acutely
‘the Real’ of the world of The Childermass, whereas Pullman is stuck in the
belief-mediated ‘reality’ controlled by the Bailiff. However, Satters’
helplessness, caused by the lack of an intellectual consciousness, suggests
that, by itself, a perception of ‘the Real’ is useless, and that its mediation
into ‘reality’ is necessary for an operative knowledge of it to be achieved.
Lewis’s satirical attitude towards Pullman’s strategy is interesting, as 1t 1s
not so different from Lewis’s own epistemology of survival in Time and
Western Man, where, as we have already seen, he asserted that ‘we are
surface-creatures only, and by nature are meant to be that only, 1if there 1s
any meaning in nature. [...] For us the ultimate thing is the surface, the
last-comer, and that is committed to a plurality of being’ (TWM, 377). The
problem confronted by Pullman is that the surfaces he perceives are not
just simply there, they do not exist in a state of stable, common-sense,
objective reality, but have been engineered by the Bailiff and can be
manipulated for his political benefit. Superficial ‘reality’ ungrounded 1n
‘the Real’ becomes, in theory at least, merely a matter of belief, and as such
is susceptible to ideological manipulation. The inescapability of ‘the Real’,
however, manifests itself through Satters’ intransigent reliance on the
evidence of his eyes, and even though it never appears as such, its eftects

disrupt Pullman’s fantasy of a ‘reality’ entirely out of touch with ‘the Real".
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The Revenge for Love:

‘a showdown, between a shadow and a man of flesh and blood’

In The Revenge for Love we are presented with a struggle in which the
contended factor is not ethical superiority or practical success, but reality:
as Margot thinks to herself, ‘it was just as if they had engaged in a battle of
wills, to decide who should possess most reality — just as men fought each
other for money, or fought each other for food’ (RL, 163).4 The
antagonistic parties invoked by Margot are, on the one hand, herself and
Victor Stamp, her husband, and, on the other, people who could be
described, extending the language of Tarr, as bourgeois-bohemian-
bolsheviks — a set of well-to-do left-wing London intellectuals with whom
Margot and Victor have a precarious association. When set out in this
fashion the opposition at the heart of the novel seems to be between the
authentic and non-political love of the financially insecure Victor and
Margot, and the well-heeled, pretentious, and insubstantial politicking and
philosophising of everyone else. If read in this way, the novel can be seen
as a simple allegory of authentic human values (or reality) in a world gone
mad with inhuman ideologies (unreality).

The opposition between Victor and Margot as real and everyone else
as unreal is given its most simple and powerful dramatisation in the fourth
part of the novel, which largely takes place at a party held by Sean O’Hara,
an important communist of suspect past and dubious commitment, at
which all the main characters of the novel are present. The question of the
reality or otherwise of the majority of the guests is raised by a drunken
Victor, in belligerent response to Margot’s attempts to make him quieter
and less offensive: ““Not say what I think? Why? Do you suppose that these

people are real? Do you think they exist?” he bellowed darkly in her ear

14 The idea of a struggle for reality was mentioned five years earlier in Snooty Baronet
(1932), where Kell-Imrie, the protagonist, declares that: ‘I saw that I had to compete with
these other creatures bursting up all over the imaginary landscape, and struggling against
me to be real — like a passionate battle for necessary air, in a confined place.” Wyndham
Lewis, Snooty Baronet, first published 1932, ed. Bernard Lafourcade, (Santa Rosa: Black
Sparrow Press, 1984), p. 138.
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(RL, 162). The possibility of the unreality of the other guests initiates a
long passage of retlection by Margot:

Sending her eye out on a secret journey of inspection, she asked
herself, shuddering at the question, were they real? If they were not,
again, did that make it better or did it make it worse? Of course, if she
really came to believe that they were not, she would feel afraid. Who
would not?

Was this after all a great complicated dream she had got into
against her volition, where all these vivid likenesses of life only
existed in her dreaming mind? Were all these tweed trousers and
cotton shirts, buttons and fingernails a few feet away, imaginary, as
she had been told so often by Victor that they were? Of all the
conversations Victor was apt to hold with such young men as Pete,
she perhaps disliked more than any others those that bore upon this
topic, namely that of the appearance and the reality.

Apart from anything else, this sort of talk caused her to regard
everything, herself, as more shadowy and floating than before. But
she had the strongest feeling, whenever she was listening to them,
that their intentions were not charitable, as they argued upon those
lines with Victor — for it was they who had made Victor believe that
he was not “real,” of that she was positive. He had always thought he
was real until he met Pete, to that she could swear. The malice would
flash out of Pete’s eye. It was their reality, that of Victor and herself,
that was marked down to be discouraged and abolished, and it was
they that the others were trying to turn into phantoms and so to
suppress. It was a mad notion, but it was just as if they had engaged
in a battle of wills, to decide who should possess most reality — just

as men fought each other for money, or fought each other for food.
(RL, 162-3)

This passage dramatises the problems caused by Lewis’s belief, expressed
in Time and Western Man, that, ‘the everyday life is too much affected by
the speculative activities that are renewing and transvaluing our world’
(TWM, xi), or, in Margot’s language, how ‘this sort of talk’ affects the way
she ‘regards everything’. The fact that it 1s ‘they’, 1.e. members of the
bourgeois-bohemian-bolshevik clique, who are responsible for Victor’s
sense of unreality demonstrates how, for Lewis, the problem of the
ontological stability of reality is not a self-sufficient existential problem of
the isolated individual, but something which happens in response to the

presence and discourse of other people. The political aspects of this
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diminishment of common-sense stable reality are also emphasised in this
passage, by Margot’s belief that the notion of unreality propagated by Pete
and his friends is intended to discourage, abolish, and suppress the reality
of Victor and herself , which she sees as representing the non-political
values of art and of love. The philosophy of Pete and his friends, which
seems basically to be the “Time-philosophy’ vilified in Time and Western
Man, is presented as being motivated more by strategic than philosophical
concerns. Although Margot dislikes the ideas of Pete and his friends, she is
unable to dismiss them, and feels compelled to seek physical proof of

Victor’s reality by making contact with his body:

the mere notion of Victor as a shadow-person distressed her so much
that she grappled him to herself, so that he, at least, should not be
outside herself among the unreals, resolved to fortify herself against
the scepticism in this capital matter, and as a munition against
Peteishness to use violence if necessary. Slipping her hand in beneath
Victor’s arm, she hugged it to her body. As his muscles played about
like fishes under his skin, she tried to catch them with her ever-timid
fingers, like little apologetic pincers — as if to arrest life, and its
reality as well, if she could only catch one and hold it still in her
hand, extracting it from its bloody element. (RL, 163)

The violence present in Margot’s mind complicates the idea that she is
merely a victim of the ideology of unreality, as her willingness to use
violence as a ‘munition’ suggests that she too is motivated by strategic
rather than innocent concerns. The image of Margot grappling herself to
Victor and trying to catch one of his fishlike muscles and extract 1t ‘from its
bloody element’ makes quite clear this underlying violence, and the
generally combative nature of her attitude suggests that she views the
‘battle of wills’ in which she feels herself to be engaged as one which has to
be fought with force.

The beginning of the end of Margot’s common-sense view of reality is
indicated here by the fact that, although she manages to retain her sense of
her and Victor’s reality, she herself comes to believe in the unreality of

everyone else:
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As she clung to Victor she felt that what he had said was true, and
that they were not in fact so very real at all, the people with which
this room was packed. They were a dangerous crowd of shadows, of
course, that hovered over them. But if you stood up to them, if you
called their noisy shadow-bluff, as Victor would be able to do if he so
desired — if it came down to a showdown, between a shadow and a
man of flesh and blood — they would give way. She could see that they
would move off, chattering, but admitting their ineffectiveness. They
could not really bear you down. They could only browbeat you like a
gramophone, or impose on you like the projections on the screen of
the cinema. Spring up and face them, and they would give way before
you. For they had no will. Their will to life was extinct, even if they
were technically real. (RL, 163-4)

Paradoxically, it is precisely when, in order to re-establish a sense of
reality, Margot clings to Victor's body that she begins in some way to
accept or realise the truth of what Pete says, and begins to think of the
people around her as ‘not in fact so very real at all’. Margot’s sense ot her
own reality, grounded, at least for the moment, in the physical reality of
Victor, is in fact a reaction to the insistence of Pete and his friends that
everything is unreal; given that her sense of her own and Victor’s reality is
invoked as a defence against her growing sense of the unreality of everyone
else, her need to find a physical ground for it implicitly admits the power
of the contrary arguments. Margot’s re-designation ot everyone else as
unreal 1s a partial admission that Pete’s ideas were right all along, but she
takes refuge in believing that he is only right up to a point and that the
spreading sense of unreality does not yet extend all the way to her and
Victor.

Margot’s hopeful belief that ‘if you stood up to them, if you called
their noisy shadow-bluff [...] — if it came down to a showdown, between a
shadow and a man of flesh and blood — they would give way’ and that
‘Victor would be able to do it he so desired’ is given an initial yet partial
vindication in the confrontation between Victor and the group of shady
businessmen for whom he comes to forge pictures as a living, in ‘The
Fakers’ section of the novel. The most grotesque of these businessmen is
Freddie Salmon, an anti-Semitic caricature, whose features are described

entirely in terms of their falsity:
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Freddie Salmon had a really enormous false bottom to his face. The
face proper obviously terminated a short distance below the line of
the lower lip: and what was palpably a bogus jaw had been
superadded, for some not very evident purpose, by inscrutable
nature; unless, of course, he had grown it himself, in the progress of
his mortal career, for ends which, again, were none too clear. It
caused him to have a somewhat stupid look, however, at times. And
he may of course have desired to look stupid. And it perhaps
imparted, observed from immediately in front, a somewhat soft
appearance to the face. It was not impossible that he may have
desired to appear “soft.” But it was so patently postiche that it could
only have deceived a very inattentive man. (RL, 231-2)

Victor 1s presented as the absolute opposite of this ‘postiche’ stereotype, in

terms which stress his natural powerfulness:

an animal amongst men, this young giant crouched, doubled up
where he sat, his back eloquently presented to Freddie Salmon
should he turn about to address him. A striking picture of the Odd
Man Out. For better or for worse these broad and hostile shoulders
belonged to Nature, with her big impulsive responses, with her
violent freedom, with her animal directness: unconservative, illogical,
and true to her elemental self. He subscribed therefore to the larger
scheme: the smaller, the watertight, the theoretic, the planning of
man’s logic, he repudiated. Like the camel, he must remain a creature
of the wild, and never, like the horse, wholly submit to discipline.

(RL, 236)

Although apparently more authentic than Freddie Salmon, the figure of
Victor presented here is just as much a stereotype, conforming exactly to
the requirements of an awkwardly intransigent force of nature. The
opposition between Victor’s naturalness and Freddie Salmon’s falseness is
given a political twist when he is compared to Nazi Germany: Freddie
Salmon takes this as a sign of Victor’s physical brutishness, declaring that
‘the Germans are brutes’ (RL, 244). Victor himself airs anti-Semitic

attitudes which focus on the supposedly false nature of the Jews:

“[...] They are sent by their Mitropan pappas, with their names
changed, to Oxford or Cambridge to be polished up — to learn how to
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cheat people better! To get themselves a nasty little sham polish on
their lowbred hides, to trick with, in a shady trade! And that they get

away with it shows the world’s an outsize sucker, that deserves all it
gets and more!” (RL, 240)

The opposition between the authentic and natural Victor and the false and
constructed Freddie Salmon seems to be exactly the same as the one
between ‘a shadow and a man of flesh and blood’ that Margot imagined at
O’'Hara’s party, and in ‘The Fakers’ Victor is allowed his little victory,
storming out of the room and, he thinks, the whole world of forgery, after
putting his foot decisively through the painting — a fake Van Gogh self-
portrait — that he has been working on (RL, 239-40). This violent gesture
of Victor's emphasises his status as a figure of uncontrollable nature,
whose physicality disturbs the false and unnatural world of “The Fakers ;
when he moves we are told that, “The workshop was shocked with the
Impatient revolutions of a heavy body’ (RL, 237). This violent, physical
triumph of Victor’s physicality over the false world of “‘The Fakers’ is,
however, dramatically turned around in the last section of The Revenge for
Love, ‘"Honey-Angel’, where it becomes obvious that it is not so easy at all
for ‘a man of flesh and blood’ to beat shadows.

The "Honey-Angel’ section begins with Victor and Margot crossing
the frontier from France to Spain for what is in Victor’s eyes at least
nothing more than an innocent tourist excursion, but which is highly
suspicious 1n the eyes of the Spanish police, who have been fooled into
thinking that Victor is the leader of a gun-running gang. Margot is uneasy
at crossing into Spain, for although ‘France was quite unfamiliar enough
|...] at least they had not been arming its malcontents with
Czechoslovakian machine-guns!” (RL, 261). This unease is registered in her
bones: ‘all the globetrotting vibrations in her spine were decidedly extinct.
Instead, there was established there a numb and convulsive alarm’ (RL,
261). Spain becomes for Margot an unreal place which embodies in its

geography the ‘talse-bottoms’ that pervade the novel:
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with growing apprehension she trod this sullen soil. Here was
nothing fast but a false and deceptive surface. Even its touristic
blandishments savoured of deceit. She felt that she had engaged upon
the crust of something that concealed a bottomless pit, which bristled
with uniformed demons, engaged in the rehearsal of a gala Third

Degree, to be followed by a slap-up autodafé, for the relaxation of
Lucitfer. (RL, 262)

This sense of unreality and unease prompts Margot to suggest that they
turn back and not go ‘farther and farther into this threatening geographical
abstraction’, in which they will, she feels, be ‘at every moment beset with
uncertainty’, and where ‘a man might be hiding behind that wall, noting
their unconcerned advance with satisfaction’ (RL, 262). What is important
to note is that Margot’s almost paranoiac sense of unreality is actually far
closer to the truth than Victor’s apparently far more common-sense and
‘realistic’ view of events, for as we soon find out, they are actually being
followed by the Spanish police who even do their comic best to hide behind
walls (RL, 273). It is significant that Margot reads Victor’'s unworried
behaviour as just like a handsome man! There was your handsome man all
over!” (RL, 263). Victor’s attitude is seen by Margot as determined by a
conformity to a stereotype, that of the Clark Gable-type ‘handsome man’,
rather than a recognition of the reality of the situation, a reality which
cannot be understood without an understanding of the real effects of
unreal abstractions, in this case that of the borders between countries.
Margot's attitude here is very different to her attitude at O’Hara’s party,
where 1t was the real, physical presence of Victor that provided a defence
against the unreality of the other guests; on the border between France
and Spain this solid, physical reality of Victor’s, and his perception of it, is
actually a barrier to an understanding of a reality that is both more
fundamentally real and yet saturated with and defined by ideological
abstractions.

In the ‘Honey-Angel’ section we witness Margot’s growing realisation
that what she saw as realities on which see could ground her perception of

the world, e.g. Victor’'s body, are not as unproblematically real as she

51



Chapter One: Reality

thought, and that what she previously thought of as unrealities can actually
have very real effects.

This realisation of the unreality of what she previously saw as real is
given a perhaps too programmatic exposition in the second chapter of
‘Honey-Angel’, which focuses on Margot’s thoughts on nature, as she lies
‘'upon the bank of a mountain stream’ reading Ruskin (RL, 275-9). The
chapter satirically exposes the gulf between Margot’s understanding of
nature as informed by an English pastoral tradition, represented here by
Ruskin and Wordsworth, and her perception of ‘nature in the flesh, as it
were’ (RL, 275). There are two ways to read this chapter: on the one hand,
it can be read simply as merely poking fun at the delusions of an
aspirational and pseudo-cultivated lower-class English woman, who is
stupid enough to believe what she reads; on the other hand, it can be read
as a reflection or dramatisation of Lewis’s ideological concerns about the
loss of the personality due to the erosion of conventional beliefs and the
sense of ‘reality’ they provide by the twentieth-century’s ‘passion for the
Real’. These two different readings cannot be perfectly and harmoniously
reconciled: in particular, the satirical and mocking tone of the first
approach would seem to trivialise and make the second reading seem a
little over-egged. However, this disparity can be seen as a means by which
Lewis could insert his more apocalyptic concerns into the novel, safely
concealed under the cover of an easy and unsurprising satirical interlude.
For example, when Margot asks herself ‘Did her quarrel with nature
involve everything upon which her personality had been grounded?’, and
concludes that ‘It looked as if it might’ (RL, 276), the question of the
grounding and destruction of the personality that is raised in passing and
with a light conversational tone is actually one of Lewis’s perennial
philosophical and ideological concerns, although its articulation by Margot
at this point in the novel disguises this, allowing for the more dramatic
events that follow to illustrate this proposition without appearing to be
there solely for this theoretical purpose.

The "quarrel with nature’ that Margot refers to above is a result of her

‘uneasy surprise’ with ‘nature in the flesh’:
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So this is nature: this small bird-woman appeared to be remarking to
herselt. And she had not been prepared for this, it was pretty plain:
without feeling a fish out of water, she nevertheless would not have
wished to remain a trout in this particular watercourse. She reserved
the right to remain outside ot nature, now it came to the point; not to
participate in its sunny dream. It was too sunny altogether! It was too
artless; it was too empty; it was too much a senseless agitation of
unfeeling things. (RL, 275)

This unease with nature is presented as being the result of the situation in

which she finds herself:

Under different circumstances, however, the behaviour of these jolly
liquids, the phlegmatic grandeur of these chaotic stones, would have
called forth other responses; all would have passed off quite
differently had her mind not been obsessed with the actors, for whom
these pastoral sets were the incongruous backgrounds, and if she had
not been part of this agony of men. It was Victor who was her nature
now; and “wild nature” too, at that. (RL, 275-6)

There 1s an element of nostalgia here, perhaps, tor a less troubled time in
which the idealised view of nature Margot has subscribed to would have
been able to sustain itself, and not been shown as inadequate to ‘this agony
of men’. However, there is also a strong feeling that such nostalgia is
insufficient, as Margot is part of ‘this agony of men” and cannot escape it,
as shown by the description of the book of Ruskin’s that she is reading as ‘a
more subjective and obedient medium’ than the ‘senseless agitation of
unfeeling things’ which represents the objective situation in which she is
inescapably caught. The fact that what are now exposed as Ruskin’s
fictions, rather than realities, are inadequate to ‘the Real’ in which Margot

and Victor are caught is made quite explicitly:

She had to confess that at present fate seemed to have the whip-hand
of Victor; and that had he been a hero in a book, he would have
answered to the requirements of Ruskin’s generalization. But Victor
was not a hero in a book — she only wished he were! They were
hemmed in by a chaotic reality, against which “heroism” (book-
heroism) would be of little avail. (RL, 278)
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Margot asks herself ‘Was this treatise going to follow “nature,” into that
limbo into which all her life was falling?” (RL, 276). The answer is, of

course, yes, and the chapter ends thus:

She rose to her feet, as if she had suddenly called to mind a pressing
engagement. In her haste she left the book lying on the grass.
Without looking left or right she started back, at a rapid walk, in the
direction of the village. (RL, 279)

This newfound determination and what can perhaps be best described as
an 1nvoluntary decisiveness, together with the abandonment of the
Victorian myths on which she had previously relied for her sense of
personality, does not represent anything like a triumphant renunciation of
an antiquated sense of self and the birth of something like a new and real
woman, but the beginning of what Zizek would call the disintegration of
the ‘phantasmic frame’ which enables her sense of reality to function. As
the novel moves towards its end Margot certainly does begin ‘to perceive
reality as an “irreal” nightmarish universe with no firm ontological
foundation’, and it becomes clear that ‘this nightmarish universe is not
“pure tantasy” but, on the contrary, that which remains of reality after
reality is deprived of its support in fantasy.”"” Or, to put it in the terms of
Tnme and Western Man, Margot begins to perceive reality without the
support of coherent belief, and as such what she perceives lacks a sense of
reality and has a ‘dream quality’, even though its violence remains very
‘real’ indeed (TWM, 549).

The first indication that Margot has in some way fundamentally
changed is given by the manner in which she walks back to the village
where she and the others are based: she walks with ‘unprecedented speed
[...]. She marched almost, she well-nigh goose-stepped, up the village
street, with a quasi-obstreperous eye’ (RL, 281-2). This new speed and

determination, indicated by her almost Nazi-style marching, is matched by

5 Zizek, The Plague of Fantasies, p. 66
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her awareness that: ‘She had become an amazon, beside her mountain
stream! [...] Ruskin had armed [her eye] with Victorian pugnacity and will-
to-live, even in the moment when she had cast him out forever as a queen-
maker’ (RL, 282). Margot returns to the company of Victor and Percy
Hardcaster just as it becomes clear that O’Hara has forged Victor’s
signature in order to make it appear that Victor is the leader of the gang of
gun-runners for which he is working, thereby making Victor into a target
for the Spanish police. Margot’s unease with this situation, which is far
more perceptive than Victor’s bluff dismissal of it as a ‘joke’, is made
manifest in her physiognomy: ‘Margot’s eyes were staring more than was
natural for a person in a brown study, and her lips had got a smile on them
that no joke, however much of a scream, would entirely account for’ (RL,
285).

This change in Margot, which manifests itself both in the insistence
of her protests about the forged signature and in her physical appearance,
disturbs Victor, who sees in it aspects of phenomena usually associated by

Lewis with his less preferred features of modernity:

this was quite a new departure. [...] She had brought out into the light
of common day her secret smile, as before — her overstrained voice:
but she had brought out her private imagery as well, [...] that was the
trouble: as if the objects of her fancy belonged outside and not inside
at all.

She sought to impose them upon the objective reality. To this,
as an artist, he somewhat objected. Here was the sur-réal — he had
nourished it unawares in his own bosom! And as a man he had to
contess that he was at a loss to know how to cope with it. He was not
even quite sure, to be frank, that he would take on the job! He was
not quixotic enough, perhaps, to take on the delusions of a Quixote.
His honey-bird in the full regalia of her private mind sitting down at
a caté table with old Percy and him and insisting upon wearing her
nightdress in public — there was about that something he did not like.

Everything had become involved in this brutal invasion of the
external plane by the internal plane. (RL, 288)

At the heart of Margot’s transformation, as seen by Victor, is a breakdown
of manageable duality resulting in a mixing up of the public and the

private, and the external and the internal, exactly the sort of merging that
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Lewis set himselt against in Time and Western Man. Victor, the hyper-
masculine artist, cannot deal with this merging because, in a telling
phrase, he i1s ‘no quixotic enough’. The idea that the way one might be able
to cope with the merging of private and public that Lewis sees as endemic
in modernity and which is embodied here in Margot by being ‘quixotic’
suggests that Lewis sees delusion as playing a defensive role against ‘the
Real’, in much the same way that he saw belief allowing a coherent sense of
reality in Time and Western Man. If looked at in this way, The Revenge for
Love admits in the form of fiction the problem inherent in the philosophy
proposed in Time and Western Man; namely, that the beliefs Lewis looks
nostalgically back to cannot deal adequately with the violence of
modernity, that being ‘quixotic enough’ for modernity is not so easy.
Lewis’s idea of a sense of reality sustained by belief is adequate to a world
in which aeroplanes do not fall from the sky, but as in the modern world
such things do happen these beliefs will inevitably come under pressures
which, he seems to suggest in The Revenge for Love, they cannot resist.
When faced with Margot in her transformed and driven state, Victor
recognises that being ‘quixotic’ 1s no longer a viable response, just as
Margot became aware of the inadequacy of the ideals of Ruskin to the
world of ‘nature in the tlesh’. Whereas Time and Western Man merely
expressed the undesirability, in Lewis’s eyes, of ‘the Real” of modern world,
The Revenge for Love dramatises its unavoidability and the inadequacy of
existing 1deological fantasies — those of quixotic chivalry and natural
beauty — to that reality.

This unavoidability of ‘the Real’ of modernity is given perhaps its
most blatant symbolisation in the form of the motorcar which is to be used
for Victor's gun-running, and in which Victor and Margot attempt to
escape from arrest, and ultimately end up dying in. Fredric Jameson has
written that the motorcar ‘seems to have absorbed all the vitality of the

human beings hencetforth dependent on it’, and that it:

stands as the virtual personification of what Sartre called the
practico-inert, that malignant desire or anti-freedom which human



Chapter One: Reality

beings create over against themselves by the investment and
alienation of their labor in objects which return upon them
unrecognizably, in the hostile form of a mechanical Necessity. The
motorcar 1s indeed the very locus of metonymic fission, which,
transmitted to ever wider circles of objects, ends by drawing life itself
[...] into its baleful dominion.®

The point not to be missed here is that the motorcar does not stand for
modernity solely by its status as a technological object, but also because of
the process of merging, or what Jameson calls ‘metonymic fission  to
which 1t subjects Victor and Margot. Jameson points out: "For Margot,
indeed, the machine is an uncontrollable destiny which nonetheless,
perversely and unaccountably, requires our own collusion and accuses our
complicity’.7? In Jameson’s opinion this °‘collusion’” and ‘complicity
signifies that ‘the monadic isolation of the subject has been overcome: but
as though through some grisly misunderstanding, through some blind
alienation from without, which cannot be observed but merely felt’.:®
Jameson does not, unfortunately, expand on this point, but it is clear that
this overcoming or breakdown of the subject is accomplished by the
penetration of the forces of modernity into the minds and even the bodies
of Victor and Margot, a process exemplified by Margot's feeling that,
although ‘she detested this charging beast, that muscular machine’, she
must, nevertheless, ‘cooperate’ with it, and ‘use must be made of her
organs, so it seemed, as well as [the motorcar’s] own’ (RL, 314). This
penetration of Margot’s subjectivity by ‘the Real’ of modernity is also
shown in the description of her mind as ‘the picture-house of the senses’
(RL, 314), an image which shows how the cinematic, which was used
earlier to signify the falseness ot the other guests at O’'Hara’s party (RL,
164), has become thoroughly internalised by Margot.!9 Another indication

16 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, p. 82.

17 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, pp. 82-38.

18 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, p. 83.

19 This penetration of Margot’s subjectivity by the cinematic was in fact made pertectly
clear at the beginning of the novel, where we learnt that ‘she had been born poor, she had
taught herself English, and so had evolved a composite speech of her own. It was
flavoured with American talkie echoes’ (RL, 71). The trajectory of the cinematic in the
novel — from internalisation as an aspect of self-fashioning, to representing an external
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of Margot’s internalisation of technology is given by Lewis’s description of
her perception of the Civil Guards who fatally attempt to stop the
motorcar: ‘She saw the two guards get bigger and get bigger. It was as if in
a series of blinks, or similar to the jumps of a large public clock, where the
hands were the size of scythes’ (RL, 321). Margot’s perception of time here
1s figured in a very ditferent way to the internal, private, and non-
mechanical time of Bergson or Proust, to whom the idea of personal time
functioning as ‘similar to the jumps of a large public clock’” would have
been anathema. What makes Lewis’s ‘large public clock’ simile even more
interesting is that this mechanical and public time only becomes part of
Margot’s consciousness at a moment of extreme personal strain, indicating
that, for Lewis, this time is what is revealed when the ‘reality’ of the
personality is broken down. Far from being an artificial abstraction
imposed on the more organic and fluid deep reality of time, mechanical
clock time here comes to represent time in ‘the Real’, as it were; that is,
time perceived without the framing illusions of Nature and personality. An
analogy can be made with Lewis’'s comment in Time and Western Man
that ‘A “stream of consciousness” is passing through us — in and out again.
But it is a public stream. This some of us do not properly understand. We
treat it as though it were a private stream’ (TWM, 338). Lewis’s point here,
in The Revenge for Love, and more generally, is that the deeper reality
sought after by modernism and its ‘passion for the Real’ is not a more
private and individual reality, free from the weight and constraint of social
and historical conventions, but is in fact a deindividualising and
objectifying experience in which everything and everyone is reduced to
mere interchangeable and meaningless things, and that it i1s only through
beliefs and conventions that any idea of reality or individuality can be
sustained at all.

The fact that ‘the Real’ in The Revenge for Love is figured by a ‘large

public clock’ and the increasingly cinematic nature of Margot’s perception

threat to the self from unreal others, to internalisation in the form of a malignant
colonisation and destruction of the self by modernity — is an interesting one, and worthy
of further consideration.
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of events demonstrates how, for Lewis, ‘the Real’ that he wanted to keep at
a proper distance through the mediation of belief is figured in terms of the
technological and mass-cultural world of modernity. This is signiticant 1n
two regards: firstly, because it forms the essential link between Lewis’s
ideological dislike of the world in which he found himself, and his
epistemology, indeed all his philosophical and theological thinking; and
secondly, because it moves ‘the Real’ from the category of the ontological
and metaphysical back into the unavoidable realm of history. Lewis’s
thinking is reactionary in its anti-modern tendencies and its wish to retain
the old beliefs and, more importantly the barriers that they sustain, but
surprisingly, and perhaps unwittingly, radical in its identification ot ‘the
supreme Reality’ not with God or any such transcendent abstractions but
the very real phenomena of clocks, cinemas, and motorcars. Jameson
writes that, in Margot’s perception of the motorcar, ‘the approach of the
Real is unmistakable’,20 and we can see, just as we could with Margot's
thoughts on nature, the inevitable counterpart of this approach, namely
the retreat of the sense of reality as mediated by belief.

One of the most remarkable passages in The Revenge for Love
describes Margot’s perception of the civil guard who is run over by their

motorcar:

she discovered herself at last watching against her will the floodlit
stretch of rust-red road. Plumes of dust were spurting up; but their
car (it had left her behind) was rapidly disappearing and had already
grown quite small, in diminishing perspective; while in the
foreground she was staring down at a disagreeably flattened object.
Sprawling in the centre of the road, it was incredibly two-
dimensional and, in short, unreal. It might have just been painted on
the earth. But it looked more like a big untidy pattern, cut out of
black paper, except for what was the face. That was flat, as well — as
flat as a pancake, but as pale as a sheet, with a blue smear where the
chin was. It was the chin of Prussian-blue. The flat black headgear of
a Civil Guard, likewise no thicker than cardboard, lay a foot away

from the head. (RL, 325)

20 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, p. 83.
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Jameson interprets this passage as being one in which ‘the impossible,
unimaginable picture [is] nonetheless imagined in all its impossibility!,
adding that it ‘is of course not meant to represent Margot’s perception of
the corpse [...] but reproduces her attempt to visualize it in its absence’.?! |
would argue that this aerial and disembodied view of the corpse in some
way represents an abstraction of the scene, which in its artificiality and
unreality and its reduction of the human to a collection of non-human
objects (paper, paint, cardboard — all the ingredients of a modernist
collage) suggests that Margot’s viewpoint has become one of ‘larger eyes’
which can see ‘god-like lines’, exactly mirroring Lewis’s derogatory
description of the process of abstraction practiced by the Cubists.22 The
connection between Cubist abstraction and an aerial viewpoint is also
made by the philosopher Theodor W. Adorno, but in his interpretation this
viewpoint is not an impossible one, but one related, somewhat
anachronistically, to ‘the Real’ of historical trauma: ‘Historically, cubism
anticipated something real, the aerial photographs of bombed-out cities
during World War 1123 The connection between °‘the Real’, artistic
abstraction, and aerial bombardment perhaps becomes less tenuous if we
remember that, in an unpublished chapter of Time and Western Man,
Lewis’s example of a ‘Real’ event that could not be experienced as ‘reality’
was ‘a “crashing” aeroplane dropped on top of you’ (TWM, 549). If this line
of argument is continued, the fictional and subjective experience of Margot
can be seen to ‘anticipate’ the historical and objective phenomena of the

aerial bombing of the Spanish Civil War.

21 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, p. 85.

22 Wyndham Lewis, ‘A Review of Contemporary Art’, first published in 1915, in Wyndham
Lewis on Art: Collected Writings 1913-1956, eds. Walter Michel & C. J. Fox, (London:
Thames and Hudson, 1969), p. 62.

23 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, eds. Gretel Adorno & Rolf Tiedeman, trans. &
ed. Robert Hullot-Kentor, (London: The Athlone Press, 1997), p. 301. Interestingly,
Adorno’s proposed anachronistic relationship between art and historical events is itselt
‘anticipated’ by Lewis’s comment in Blasting and Bombardiering that: ‘It is somewhat
depressing to consider how as an artist one is always holding the mirror up to politics
without knowing it. My picture called “The Plan of War” painted six months before the
Great War “broke out”, as we say, depresses me. A prophet is a most unoriginal person:
all he is doing is imitating something that is not there, but soon will be. With me art and
war have been mixed up from the start.” (BB, 4)
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The extent of Margot’s transformation and the collapse of her
‘phantasmic frame’ in the face of ‘the Real’ of the ‘senseless agitation of
unfeeling things’ and the ‘agony of men’ is indicated by the change in her
conception of her love for Victor: whereas at O’Hara’s party Victor’s body
could provide a material ground for her sense of reality, during the final

drive she realises that in fact she loves Victor as a symbol:

She had long ago made up her mind that Victor was — well, a symbol.
Some men are symbols. She knew that. They were the very words of
an argument, in which she had timidly joined (but she had argued
against the symbolic man); and they certainly abashed her a great
deal of the time with all their chatter of symbols. The word “symbol”
was then new to her. And was not her Victor the symbolic man, as
you might call it, to a fault? She grasped quite well the fact that he
stood for something. Not for nothing, anything but that. So he could
not be a nobody. That was clear enough. She could not in any case
have loved a nobody. But she could love a symbol. And that, as she
put it a little hardily, was one up to her. There were some girls who
would have shied at a symbol — when they found out it was that. (RL,

318)

The split in Margot here between her argument against ‘symbolic man’ and
her knowledge that this is exactly what she loves in Victor seems to reflect
the split in Lewis’s attitude toward modernity whereby he argues against it
but knows that he cannot escape it. It is indicative of Margot's forced
acceptance of ‘the Real’ of the modern that she is forced to admit that she
loves Victor because he is a symbol, something she ‘had argued against, as
this signals, as much as her rejection of Ruskin, her capitulation to what
she had tried to hold at bay. The similarity between her realisation of the
symbolic value of Victor and her rejection of Ruskin can be seen in her
identification of Victor as ‘Kipling Man’ — a title given to him by one of his
communist friends — and her recognition that such an idea of masculinity

‘was semi-extincet, or [...] was becoming so’, and that:

Already Kipling Man was flying in the face of fact — they all had
agreed when they were talking about it. It had made her very angry at
the time. This sort of Man was in fact an outlaw, at best in a Big
Game Park. That was how Tristy had summed the matter up. “"With
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he of Cromagnon, and he of Neanderthal, the Kipling Man will soon
be a skull, and a doubtful femur, and a thing that might have been a
rib. Reconstructed, he would figure in an anthropologist’s tract.” —
“He may be magnificent, but he is not Marxian Peace!” Victor had
shouted, with a big hearty scoff back that had silenced them. That
had brought the debate to an end, and everyone had been ruffled.
Victor would mention Marx, just to tease them!

How much of this the tendrils of those tender nerves in the
small parasite at Victor’s side had registered was proved by the
intelligent solicitude she had shown him and her cunning reading of
the forged writing on the wall. How much she loved this aimless
thing! But she was Nature mourning for the mate of her youth. She
was the wind sighing in the wart-leaves for its existence among the
glacial peaks, after a levelling of all the splendid mountains. She was
the sigh of the last rose, and the whisper of the last lily, when the
Flower-haters have decreed the extinction of all “luxury-weeds.” So,
and 1n that symbolic manner, she could respond to the song of
magdalen, brought to her notice by the latter-day wolves, who had

suckled her starved intelligence and fed it with Victorian lollypops.
(RL: 318_9)

Margot's attitude is ambiguous here, for although she seems to accept this
version of Victor and what he symbolises, she clearly does not want to.
Lewis’s reference to Margot’s ‘starved intelligence’ and those ‘latter-day
wolves’ who ‘fed it with Victorian lollypops’ makes clear once again the
inadequacy of her cultural beliefs — or, if you prefer, her ‘phantasmic
frame’ — to the ‘agony of men’ in which she, and Victor, are unavoidably
entangled. But Lewis is not just criticising Margot for a personal
foolishness, but a whole culture — that of interwar Britain — for being
unable to withstand the violence of modernity, and, at the same time and
not without a certain amount of wistful nostalgia, demonstrating the
inadequacy of trying to maintain such beliefs in the face of modernity.24
This disparity between the abstractions of nineteenth-century thought and
the realities of the twentieth century is commented on in Left Wings Ouver
Europe: Or, How to Make a War About Nothing (1936), one of Lewis’s
political books. In Left Wings Over Europe Lewis writes of how what he

24 Compare Lewis’s statement in Doom of Youth that: ‘Even more than the Age of
Machines this is the age of the machine-guns. Against these we are in the position of the
“Pore benighted 'eathen of Kipling’s day — absurdly brave, but all in vain.” Wyndham
Lewis, Doom of Youth, (London: Chatto and Windus, 1932), p. 48.
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sees as a political injustice, the treatment of Nazi Germany by the
international community, is the result of such a disparity between

historical reality and the abstractions used to understand it:

The abstract conceptions of nineteenth-century liberalist ideology
have led directly to this situation. It is a situation in which, busy with
theory, we have lost touch with the concrete and the real. We have
freed with one hand and enslaved with the other. We have one-
sidedly, and superficially, applied our principle: to-day our
principles, since we do not “move with the times”, cause us to be
terribly unjust.

We are still busy being “just” in a manner appropriate to a
nineteenth-century background. But the scene has changed, without
our remarking the fact, with astonishing rapidity. And in this
twentieth-century décor we appear sometimes as monsters of
Injustice.

This is not because we are lacking in a sense of justice. It is only
because we are slow-moving. It is because we think we have one set
of people before us, whereas in fact we have quite a ditferent set.25

Lewis goes on to write that ‘Liberalism substituted itself for christianity:
and, dying, it designates communism as its heir’,2¢ and this sense of the
inevitable triumph of communism, of which Lewis did not entirely
approve, is perhaps also detectable in the figure of Percy Hardcaster, the
one ‘genuine’, although perhaps not sincere, communist in The Revenge
for Love. Hardcaster’s coldness and detachment are presented as
profoundly different to Margot’s more emotional outlook, and, when at the

end of the novel he finds himself in a Spanish prison, we learn that:

No illusions with regard to abstract justice troubled the upright
cynicism of his outlook. He “played the game.” As ever, with an
incorruptible mind, he remained a true “sportsman.” To himself, at
least, he never pretended that he was hardly used. He accepted, for
his political opinions, the status of a game — a game, of course, of life
and death. (RL, 332)

25 Wyndham Lewis, Left Wings Over Europe: Or, How to Make a War About Nothing,
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1936), p. 316.
26 Lewis, Left Wings Over Europe, p. 322.
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Hardcaster’s disillusioned outlook, free from abstractions, extends even to

himself:

when he allowed himself to reflect upon the manner of his arrest, and
what had led up to it, he sat frowning stolidly at the wall, as downcast
as he had ever been in his life. For this man of truth was not in the
habit of sparing himself. Indeed, he somewhat enjoyed exercising his
incorruptible intellect upon the dissection of Percy Hardcaster. He
was like a painter fond of self-portraiture: and his self-portraits were
not chocolate boxes! He hit hard when he hit Percy! (RL, 334)

This self-scrutiny is of the same sort that Lewis warned against ten years
earlier in his essay ‘The Meaning of the Wild Body’, where Lewis claimed
that ‘it is comparatively easy to see that another man |[...] is absurd; but it
is far more difficult to observe oneself in that hard and exquisite light’,
adding that ‘no man has ever continued to live who has observed himself
in that manner for longer than flash’ (‘Meaning’, p. 158). Hardcaster’s
detached self-scrutiny, even if it does not kill him, does affect his
physiognomy: ‘What his eye took in only deepened his detachment — it
seemed even to freeze his face’ (RL, 335). This physical change in
Hardcaster is not the first in the novel; he already has a wooden leg as a
result of being shot attempting to escape from prison. This earlier shooting
was accompanied by a change in his attitude toward nature which
contrasts significantly with Margot’s experience of ‘nature in the flesh, as it
were’ (RL, 275). Before he is shot Hardcaster tries to display the disdain of

a hardened political activist toward nature:

There was not only the fact that Nature was blind to the intellectual
beauties of the Social Revolution, and deaf to the voice of Conscience;
there was also the fact that Nature, especially in these sumptuous
climates, required a spartan watchfulness on the part of the
revolutionary, tending to clip the wings of Percy’s more civilised
muse, and non-party mind. (RL, 46)

Unlike Margot, Hardcaster’s initial attitude toward nature is a negative

one; however, after he has been shot his attitude becomes far more



Chapter One: Reality

positive, indeed approximating that of Margot’s initial, idealised vision of

nature:

He was 1n quite unexpected harmony, all of a sudden, with Nature —
with the shimmering sardine oil of the waters of the river, and that
sunburst of diamonds that spattered the velvet sky. (RL, 49)

This sense of harmony with nature is matched by an increased sense of
objectivity (Margot’s problem is that she cannot match her idea of nature
with her sense of objectivity) which results in Hardcaster perceiving Don
Alvaro - the prison guard by whom he has been shot — as false and

constructed:

Objectively Don Percy considered this apparition, as he lay, right eye
uppermost, and he was able to examine him with so inordinate a
detachment that he saw what he had never seen before. He saw that
this man was false. His moustache was stuck on — it did not grow

there! (RL, 50)

Hardcaster’s objective consideration of Don Alvaro at the beginning of the
novel is matched by his objective consideration of himself at the novel’s
end, when he is described as being ‘like a painter fond of self-portraiture’.
This self-objectifying gaze results in his frozen face being replaced by a
mask, with he which he artfully performs in such a way to do well in the

‘game’ of being in prison and gain privileges:

Percy proceeded to give a sculpturesque impersonation of THE
INJURED PARTY. His cellmates watched him surreptitiously, with an
admiration it was out of their powers to withhold. Heavily clamped
upon his brickred countenance, held in position by every muscle that
responded to Righteous Wrath, was a mask which entirely succeeded
the workaday face. It was the mask of THE INJURED PARTY (model for
militant agents in distress). Obedient to the best technique of party-
training, he sustained it for a considerable time. (RL, 336)
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However, Lewis himself was not possessed of such obedience, and the
narrative deviates from its trajectory, allowing Hardcaster’s mask to crack

and the emotionality of Margot to have the last word:

But meanwhile a strained and hollow voice, part of a sham-culture
outfit, but tender and halting, as if dismayed by the sound of its own
bitter words, was talking in his ears, in a reproachful singsong. It was
denouncing him out of the past, where alone now it was able to
articulate; it was singling him out as a man who led people into
mortal danger, people who were dear beyond expression to the
possessor of the passionate, the artificial, the unreal, yet penetrating,
voice, and crying to him now to give back, she implored him, the
young man, Absalom, whose life he had had in his keeping, and who
had somehow, unaccountably, been lost out of the world and out of
Time! He saw a precipice. And the eyes in the mask of THE INJURED
PARTY dilated in a spasm of astonished self-pity. And down the front
of the mask rolled a sudden tear, which fell upon the dirty floor of the
prison. (RL, 336)

This tear, which comes from within Hardcaster’s rigid ‘mask’, has been
described by Fredric Jameson as ‘the realest tear in all literature’, and he
sees 1n it what he calls the ‘burning political message of The Revenge for
Lové’, its dramatisation of the very real effects of the symbolic: ‘What does
not exist reaches out its shadow arm to strike down real flesh and blood,
and, itself insubstantial, to leave real corpses behind it’.26 This account of
the novel, in which Margot’s defiant assertion that ‘if it came down to a
showdown, between a shadow and a man of flesh and blood — they would
give way’ 1s exposed as empty and unreal, is a compelling one, but does not
take into account that Margot and Victor do not simply represent a non-
ideological human reality opposed to the inhuman abstractions of the
communist conspirators and intellectuals, but allegorise the failure of the

abstractions, and hence the ‘reality’, of liberalism in the face of ‘the Real’ of

26 Jameson, Fables of Aggression, pp. 177, 176. Jameson sees this ‘burning political
message’ as having relevance to America’s foreign policy and the intellectuals who justify
it, comparing ‘the fascist theoreticians and twenties and thirties, many of them genuinely
shocked to discover the things for which the words really stood’ to ‘the postwar generation
of American liberal theoreticians, elaborating enthusiastic apologias for the “free world”
and exulting in the ingenuity of their own paper strategy and contingency planning, which
were at length to realize themselves in the bloody genocide of South-East Asia.” Fables of
Aggression, p. 177.
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the modern world. Their physical demise is accompanied by a
disintegration of the fictions by which they have maintained their sense of
‘reality’, their belief that they are real and everyone else is fake. In this
sense, Margot and Victor are doomed not because they are too real to
survive in an increasingly abstract world, but because they are too
detached from ‘the Real’, what Margot refers to as ‘too much a senseless
agitation of unfeeling things’: like the liberalism Lewis presents in Left
Wings Over Europe they ‘think [they] have one have one set of people
betore us, whereas in fact [they] have quite a different set’: they ‘have lost
touch with the concrete and the real’.

The analogy between Victor and Margot and the liberalism presented
In Left Wings Over Europe does not entirely do the novel justice, however,
largely because its view of reality is too simplistic — you are either in touch
with the real or you are not. In the more complex and considered
epistemology outlined in Time and Western Man being in touch with ‘the
Real’ is a lethal option: ‘The Absolute [...] crushes [...] the personal life’
(TWM, 373). If the ending of The Revenge for Love is analysed from this
perspective Victor and Margot’s demise is due to being too much in touch
with ‘the Real’, rather than out of touch with it. The contradiction between
these two readings can be resolved through recourse to the idea of the
difference between ‘reality’ and ‘the Real’ outlined above: the ‘reality’ of
Victor and Margot has become so inadequate to ‘the Real’ in which they
find themselves that it collapses, and they are plunged into ‘the Real’
without the protective shield of belief to keep it at a proper distance, a
movement symbolised by their plunge over the cliff. Fantasy-sustained
Teality’ cannot be just a matter of subjective ‘belief, as it was in Time and
Western Man, but must operate in a dynamic relationship with ‘the Real’:
as Lacan puts it in The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis

(1973), "The real supports the phantasy, the phantasy protects the real’.27

27 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book XI: The Four Fundamental
Concepts of Psychoanalysis, first published in French 1973, ed. J acques-Alain Miller,
trans. Alan Sheridan, (New York & London: Norton, 1981), P. 41.
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To rephrase Jameson, the message of the novel is that ‘real tflesh and
blood’ requires a measure of ‘what does not exist’ in order not be
destroyed; or, in Zizek’s words, that ‘fantasy is on the side of reality’. The
opposition at the heart of The Revenge for Love is not between the real
and the abstract, but between two competing sets of abstractions, one
which proves stronger than the other, and the ‘realities’ that they structure
and sustain: Margot’s ‘mad notion’ that ‘they were engaged in a battle of
wills, to decide who should possess most reality’ turns out not to be so
mad at all, so long as we understand ‘reality’ as distinct from ‘the Real’, as
outlined above.

The need for abstractions, of beliefs and fictions, for the maintenance
of a sense of ‘reality’; an awareness of the weakness of the abstractions
inherited from the 19th century and the subsequent weakness of the sense
of ‘reality’ that these provide; a distaste for ‘the passion for the Real’: these
are all key elements of The Revenge for Love and of Lewis’s thinking in
general.

Zizek has characterised the relationship between ‘reality’ and ‘the

Real’ 1n corporeal terms:

Let us recall the uncanniness, even disgust, we experience when we
endeavour to imagine what goes on just under the surface of a
beautiful naked body — muscles, organs, veins. . . . In short, relating
to the body implies suspending what goes on beneath the surface.
This suspension is an effect of the symbolic order; it can occur only so
far as our bodily reality is structured by language. In the symbolic
order, even when we are undressed we are not really naked, since
skin itself functions as the “dress of the flesh”. This suspension
excludes the Real of the life-substance, its palpitation: one of the
definitions of the Lacanian Real is that of the flayed body, the
palpitation of the raw, skinless red flesh.28

With this in mind, we can see that Margot’s ‘reality’ is doomed from the
minute when, at O’Hara’s party, she tries to ground it in Victor’s body, in

‘his muscles’ which she tries to catch and extract from their ‘bloody

28 Slavoj Zizek, The Metastases of Enjoyment: Six Essays on Woman and Causality,
(London & New York: Verso, 1994), p. 116.

63



Chapter One: Reality

element’. This going beneath the surface in order to maintain her sense of
‘reality’ represents the point at which that ‘reality’, that ‘fragile, symbolic
cobweb, 1s ruptured, and ‘torn aside by an intrusion of the real’.29 It also
represents one of the key paradoxes of Lewis’s work: how to maintain the
‘reality’ of the body, the coherence of its exterior surface, while
simultaneously suspending any knowledge of ‘what goes on beneath the
surtface’ — which is, of course, precisely that upon which the surface rests.
This paradox will manifest itself in the chapters to follow: in Lewis’s
attempt to maintain the appearance of a separation between mind and
body, despite his belief that ‘persons’ are really only ‘things’; in his
frequent citation of an almost metaphysical separation between the
masculine and the feminine, and his simultaneous questioning of natural
biological gender difference; in his use of racial rhetoric despite his denials
of racial factors in the determination of consciousness; and in his
attempted separation of the eye of the artist from the body of the crowd, a
separation which is central to his thinking, but which is never represented

as completely successful.

29 Zizek, Looking Awry, p. 17.
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Lewis’s critics have tended to portray some form of dualism as an
unproblematic and central feature of his work: Hugh Kenner writes that he
was a ‘man to whose mind the Cartesian split’ was ‘lifeblood’; Toby Avard
Foshay contends that ‘Dualism, the tension of opposites, was an instinctive
and visceral response of Lewis’s in every sphere of life, a response which he
deliberately cultivated and theoretically and polemically promulgated’; and
Paul Edwards simply states that ‘Lewis seems to have been an instinctive
dualist’.' In this chapter I will tackle the issue of Lewis’s dualism by
examining three important texts: the Vorticist ‘play’ Enemy of the Stars
(1914; revised version 1932); the theoretical essays published in the
collection of short stories The Wild Body (1927); and Men Without Art
(1934). I will argue that although dualism is a key feature of all these texts
they are not, when closely examined, as dualistic as they may at first seem,
and that dualism is best thought of not as the product of an ‘instinct’ but as
a ‘fantasy’ or ‘belief used to construct a ‘reality’ which, like all such

‘realities’, functions by repressing ‘the Real'.

' Hugh Kenner, Wyndham Lewis, (London: Methuen, 1954), p. 139; Toby Avard Foshay,
Wyndham Lewis and the Avant-Garde: The Politics of the Intellect, (Montreal &
Kingston, London, Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992), pp. 18-9; Paul
Edwards, Wyndham Lewis: Painter and Writer, (New Haven & London: Yale University
Press, 2000), p. 86.
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Enemy of the Stars:

‘All our flesh is the same’

Lewis’s Vorticist ‘play’ Enemy of the Stars (I will refer to the original 1914
version) stages a conflict between two characters, Arghol and Hanp, which
has been seen by many critics as a dramatisation of Lewis’s ideas of
dualism, sometimes understood in terms of mind and body: Toby Avard
Foshay, for example, writes that ‘Hanp is the man of the body, Arghol the
man of the mind’.2

In one of the most sophisticated interpretations of Enemy of the
Stars as a dualistic work, Paul Edwards places the ‘play’ within a strand of
modernism that includes German Expressionist drama as well as what he
calls ‘Futurism’s “esoteric” dimension’. Drawing on Massimo Carra’s claim
that ‘Futurism’s own ringing challenge to the stars [...] needs to be
understood as a recrudescence of Gnosticism’ Edwards argues that ‘Enemy
of the Stars must take its place among such Modernist explorations of
Gnostic myth as Marinetti's own Conquéte des étoiles and Aleksei
Kruchenykh’s Victory over the Sun’. Edwards writes that ‘Gnostic dualism
[...] is the definitive myth that all versions of alienation tend towards, and
is therefore closer to the primal metaphysical issues that concern
Expressionism than the particular sexual and familial narrative formations
upon which it tends to base its narratives’. Edwards points out Lewis was
interested in Gnosticism and in similar metaphysical concerns to those of
Expressionism, and argues that Enemy of the Stars ‘is, however, as one
would expect from an artist like Lewis who was sceptical about fantasies of
the transcendence of dualism, a critique of such fantasies as well as an
expression of them’. Edwards connects this interest in Gnostic dualism to
Romantic concerns about the ‘duality of authentic and inauthentic’,
particularly in terms of the self: ‘Enemy of the Stars is about precisely such
a [Romantic] quest to “speak and act” the original self’. Edwards argues

that ‘The character Arghol is a religious ascetic attempting to escape

2 Foshay, Wyndham Lewis and the Avant-Garde, p. 29.
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cosmic necessity. Hanp is his other, more worldly self’.3 While there is
little doubt that a discourse of this sort is present in Enemy of the Stars,
and that Arghol himself perceives his situation in terms similar to these, I
will argue that within the world of the ‘play’ this dualism 1s best thought of
as a strategy of ‘belief’ or ‘fantasy’ rather than simply an aspect of the
‘play’s’ universe. Indeed, I will argue that dualism 1s a way of
(mis)perceiving ‘the Real’ rather than a fundamental ontological feature ot
it: dualism is a way of seeing and understanding the world, rather than the
way in which the world is structured. Edwards’s interpretation of the ‘play’
is an extremely sophisticated and illuminating one but is limited by its
assumption that Enemy of the Stars is a philosophical ‘play’, as this
assumption precludes investigation of the way in which this is a ‘play’
about philosophy, a ‘play’ which dramatises the role played by the
intellectual in a concrete social situation.

The action of the ‘play’ begins with Arghol being given a vicious
beating by his uncle, the master of the wheelwright’s yard in which both
Arghol and Hanp work. The beating is presented as preordained: “The first
stars appear and Arghol comes out of the hut. This is his cue’ (ES, 97).

Arghol is called, replies, and waits for what happens next:

The figure rushed without running. Arghol heeled over to the lett. A
boot battered his right hand ribs. These were the least damaged: it
was their turn.

Upper lip shot down, half covering chin, his body reached
methodically. At each blow, in muscular spasm, he made the pain
pass out. Rolled and jumped, crouched and flung his grovelling
Enceladus weight against it, like swimmer with wave. (ES, 99)

The fact that it is the ‘turn’ of ‘his right hand ribs’ indicates that the beating
of Arghol by his uncle is a regular event, and the ‘methodical’ way in which
he reacts to it suggests a passive compliance, rather than any attempt of

resistance or defence. Arghol’s submissiveness is key to philosophical

3 Edwards, Wyndham Lew:s, pp. 144-45.
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interpretations of the play, as his philosophising first appears in answer to

Hanp’s inquiry as to why he puts up with this regular violence:

“Can’t you kill him, in the name of God? A man has his hands, little
else. Mote and speck, the universe illimitable!” Hanp gibed. “It is true
he is a speck, but all men are. To you he is immense.” (ES, 101)

It is significant that Hanp specifically asks Arghol why he does not use ‘his
hands’, as it suggests that Arghol’s status as ‘the man of the mind’ is not
forced upon him but chosen: he could use his hands, but for some reason
he does not. Arghol’s answer to Hanp’s gibe invokes an abstract notion of
his place in the world to justify his inaction: ‘Here I get routine, the will of
the universe manifested with directness and persistence’ (ES, 101).
Arghol’s philosophy initially serves to frame his particular situation and
explain his behaviour in universal abstract terms; he claims his submission
to his uncle’s beating is not a matter of personal choice, but one of
unavoidable ontological destiny. This reading of Arghol’s situation seems
to be endorsed by the narrative voice. In the introductory, scene-setting
passages Arghol is presented as a ‘gladiator who has come to fight a ghost,
Humanity’ and his ‘tight’ as futile: he is a ‘CONDEMNED PROTAGONIST
and the audience, consisting of ‘the cream of Posterity’, ‘BREATH IN
CLOSE ATMOSPHERE OF TERROR AND NECESSITY TILL THE
EXECUTION IS OVER, THE RED WALLS RECEDE, THE UNIVERSE
SATISFIED’ (ES, 98). However, this doom-laden atmosphere of universal
necessity is tempered by a less serious strand within the introductory
passages. The ‘actors’ wear ‘MASKS FITTED WITH TRUMPETS OF
ANTIQUE THEATRE, WITH EFFECT OF TWO CHILDREN BLOWING
AT EACH OTHER WITH TIN TRUMPETS’ (ES, 97). There is a move here
from images of Greek tragedy to images of childish games, and this
mismatch of genre and register, this uneasy cohabitation of the tragic and
the comic, persists through the play. It is important to be aware of the way
in which Arghol’s philosophising, which is on the side of the tragic, is
challenged by the objections of Hanp. For example, Arghol articulates in a
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highly serious and philosophical manner a theory of the ‘degradation’ of

the soul by social contact with others:

The process and condition of life, without any exception, is a
grotesque degradation, and ‘souillure’ of the original solitude of the
soul. There is no help for it, since each gesture and word partakes of
it, and the child has already covered himself with mire.

Anything but yourself is dirt. Anybody that is. I do not feel clean
enough to die, or to make it worth while killing myself. (ES, 106)

Hanp responds to this with a ‘laugh, packed with hatred’ and tells Arghol
that his philosophy is ‘Sour grapes!” (ES, 106). Arghol’s philosophising
constantly moves away from the particular situation in which he is
embedded and where he is subjected to, and indeed submits to, regular
violence to a more abstract and grandiloquent level, which gives his
situation some sort of ontological justification and aesthetic resonance and
allows him to indulge in misanthropic fantasies of authenticity. Hanp’s
hate-packed laughter interrupts this abstract discourse, and brings the
concrete situation back into view, telling Arghol that ‘you let yourself be
kicked to death here out of spite’ (ES, 106). Arghol’s reaction to Hanp’s

gibe is interesting:

Disrespect or mocking is followed, in spiritualist séances, with
offended silence on part of the spooks. Such silence, not discernedly
offended, now followed.

The pseudo-rustic Master, cavernously, hemicyclically real, but
anomalous shamness on him in these circumstances, poudre de riz
on face of knight’s sleeping effigy, lay back indifferent, his feet lying,
two heavy closed books, before the disciple.

Arghol was a large open book, full of truths and insults.

He opened his jaws once more in egotistic self castigation. (ES,
106-7)

This passage undermines Arghol’s assumed position as philosophical guru,
calling him a ‘pseudo-rustic Master’, implicitly referring to him as a
‘spook’, commenting on his ‘anomalous shamness’, and showing his

silence to be an automatic and conventional response to Hanp’s gibe. This
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is the first time in the ‘play’ that Hanp is referred to as Arghol’s ‘disciple’,
which 1s significant as it suggests that Hanp’s role may be as ‘sham’ as
Arghol’s, and likewise generated by the conventions of ‘spiritualist séances’
rather than simply reflecting the reality of the situation. Arghol’s ‘egotistic
self castigation’ takes the form of a speech in which he expounds on the ill

effects of other people on the individual:

The doctoring is often fouler than the disease.

Men have a loathsome deformity called Self; affliction got
through indiscriminate rubbing against their fellows: social
excrescence.

Their being is regulated by exigencies of this affliction. Only one
operation can cure it: the suicide’s knife.

Or an immense snuffling or taciturn parasite, become necessary
to victim, like abortive poodle, all nerves, vice and dissatisfaction.

I have smashed it against me, but it still writhes, turbulent
mess.

I have shrunk 1t in frosty climates, but it has filtered filth inward
through me, dispersed till my deepest solitude is impure.

Mire stirred up desperately, without success in subsequent
hygiene. (ES, 107)

An 1dealised dualism between the ‘I’ and its ‘fellows’ is clear here, as is
Arghol’s anxiety that there is no clear boundary between the two and that
his ‘being i1s regulated by exigencies of this affliction’. Arghol’s theory of
the relationship between the individual self, the ‘T’, and the more social
‘loathsome deformity called Self’ to which it is opposed is interesting, and
many critics have written extensively about the intricacies of Arghol’s
philosophy and its significance, but Hanp’s reaction to it is also significant,

and at least as interesting:

This focussed disciple’s physical repulsion: nausea of humility added.
Perfect tyrannic contempt: but choking respect, curiosity;
consciousness of defeat. These two extremes clashed furiously. The
contempt claimed its security and triumph: the other sentiment
baffled it. His hatred of Arghol for perpetually producing this second
sentiment grew. This would have been faint without physical
repulsion to fascinate him, make him murderous and sick.

He was strong and insolent with consciousness stuffed in him in
anonymous form of vastness of Humanity: full of rage at gigantic
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insolence and superiority, combined with utter uncleanness and
despicableness — all back to physical parallel — of his Master.

The more Arghol made him realize his congenital fatuity and
cheapness, the more a contemptible matter appeared accumulated in
the image of his Master, sunken mirror. The price of this sharp vision
of mastery was contamination. (ES, 107)

The philosophic scheme by which Arghol attempts to define his place in
the world and give his situation a sense of cosmic inevitability does not do
the same for Hanp, whose reaction to it is suitably dualistic but within
whom the ‘two extremes clashed furiously’. Arghol’s criticisms of Hanp
strike home — Hanp ‘realize[s] his congenital fatuity and cheapness’ — but
in doing so they rebound on Arghol as well, who becomes a ‘sunken mirror’
of Hanp. From Hanp’s point of view Arghol’s criticisms are correct but
they apply to Arghol as well: the opposition between the two which
Arghol’s philosophy attempts to create breaks down — he is not seen to
occupy the positive position but shares the negative one with Hanp. ‘The
price’ of Arghol’s ‘sharp vision of mastery’ is indeed ‘contamination’:
‘contamination’ by that which he attempts to define himself against. As we
will see in Chapter Three the pattern of a protagonist articulating an ideal
position which he is unable to occupy is a recurrent one in Lewis’s work.
Arghol attempts to escape what he sees as his inevitable ontological
condition through a course of inaction and passivity rather than by using

his hands, characterising his strategy thus:

Accumulate in myself, day after day, dense concentration of pig life.
Nothing spent, stored rather in strong stagnation, till rid at last of
evaporation and lightness characteristic of men. So burst Death’s
membrane through, slog beyond, not float in appalling distances.

Energy has been fixed on me from nowhere — heavy and
astonished: resigned. Or is it for remote sin! I will use it, anyway, as
prisoner his bowl or sheet for escape: not as means of idle
humiliation. (ES, 104)

This strategy of resigned accumulation of the unavoidable in hope of some
eventual transcendence — ‘burst Death’s membrane through’ — is, as

Edwards helpfully points out, an ascetic strategy that Lewis seems to have
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derived from the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer. Edwards contends
that: “The heavily material imagery of this passage is surprising in this
context, but the intention behind it is clear enough. Arghol wishes for a
complete escape from the system’.4 While Edwards is right about Arghol’s
intention it is surprising that he is surprised by the use of ‘heavily material
imagery’, as this imagery signals the futility, already announced in the
introductory passages, of Arghol’s wish. As we have already seen, Edwards
argues that ‘one would expect from an artist like Lewis who was sceptical
about fantasies of the transcendence of dualism, a critique of such
fantasies’, and such a critique is implicit in this material imagery. Indeed,
such 1magery suggests a continuum rather than a separation between the
physical and the mental, and as we will see, this possibility haunts the
‘play’. Edwards is aware of these °‘continuities’ but dismisses their
importance, writing that although they ‘suggest an ultimate identity of
Arghol with the principle he opposes [...] the text and narrative are more
concerned with his duality than with any ultimate physical or metaphysical
unity with an Absolute — a question that arises only as a distraction in this
text but came to haunt all Lewis’s future work’.5 I would argue that another
‘unity’ haunts this text: the spectre of the absence of any ontological
distinction between Arghol and Hanp - the spectre, that is, of their
fundamental equality as slaves of the same master.

Edwards interprets Arghol’s submission to his uncle’s beatings as
rooted in his attitude of Schopenhauerian asceticism, writing that he
‘submits to, even invites, these attacks [by his uncle] in order to help him
realise more perfectly “the will of the universe™.6 While this interpretation
makes sense from Arghol’s point-of-view, and possibly even the narrator’s,
Hanp’s interpretation of Arghol’s philosophy as ‘Sour grapes’ forms an
important counter-discourse, which deflates Arghol’s abstract tendencies

and offers an alternative, critical interpretation.

4 Edwards, Wyndham Lewis, p. 150.
5 Edwards, Wyndham Lewis, p. 150.
6 Edwards, Wyndham Lewis, p. 149.
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Hanp’'s suspicion that Arghol 1s unwilling, rather than ontologically
unable, to act is given credence by the violent fight between the two,
initiated by Hanp and won by Arghol. Arghol 1s aware that by using ‘his
hands’ and fighting Hanp he is contravening his earlier philosophy of
passive submission, thinking to himself ‘To break vows and spoil
continuity of instinctive behaviour, lose a prize that would only be a trophy
tankard never drunk from, is always fine’ (ES, 110). Again, Arghol’s
thoughts seem to lag behind the situation and justify it after the fact.

The fight 1s also interesting as it seems to demonstrate some sort of
equality between Arghol and Hanp, together with a breakdown of the
barrier between mind and body. This impression of equality is signalled
partly by the use of impersonal pronouns, as in the following passage, in
which it becomes increasingly unclear exactly who is doing what to whom

and for what reason:

Strike his disciple as he had abused him. Suddenly give way.
Incurable self taught you a heroism.

The young man brought his own disgust back to him. Full of
disgust: therefore disgusting. He felt himself on him. (ES, 110)

[t is unclear exactly who the ‘voung man’ is, and each of the three
pronouns 1n the last sentence could apply equally logically to either Arghol
or Hanp, grammatically enacting the confusion of the tussle, and the lack
of distinction which accompanies it. This lack of distinction or equality is
also narrated more clearly: ‘they hit each other, both with blows about
equal in force’ (ES, 110). The physicality of the fight is stressed by

reference to the physicality of the soul in the form of the brain:

Soul perched like aviator in basin of skull, more alert and smaller
than on any other occasion. Mask stoic with energy: thought cleaned
off slick — pure and clean with action. Bodies grown brain, black
octopi. (ES, 110-1)

As we will see, this idea of ‘Bodies grown brain’ recurs in Lewis’s essay

‘Inferior Religions’, where he writes that ‘Laughter is the brain-body’s
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snort of exultation’ (‘Religions’, p. 152). In both cases, some instinctive
physical reaction — laughter or violence — is seen to result in the erasure of
the distinction between mind and body. Viewed philosophically it is
interesting that the supposed physiological location of the soul is ‘in basin

of skull’ as in The Passions of the Soul (1649) René Descartes claims that:

although the soul is joined to the whole body, there is yet a certain
part of it in which it exercises its functions more particularly than in
all the others [...] I have clearly ascertained that the part of the body
in which the soul exercises its functions immediately is in nowise the
heart, nor the whole of the brain, but merely in the most inward part
of it, to wit, a certain very small gland which is situated in the middle
of its substancef.]”

This ‘very small gland’ serves to bridge the gap between mind and body
inherent in Descartes’ dualism, but, by providing a particular physiological
location for the soul, it also risks collapsing mind-body dualism altogether,
a risk also present in Arghol’s fight with Hanp.

It 1s perhaps ironic that the purity and cleanliness which Arghol
wished to reach by ascetic means is achieved by violent physical action and
its slick cleaning off of thought, and the physicality of Arghol’s victory over
Hanp is also ironic: in the terms of a dualistic mind-body interpretation of
Enemy of the Stars, mind has just given body a sound thrashing, although
In doing so it has possibly become something else. This thrashing was
achieved by Arghol’s complete abandonment of his self to what we could
call, following Edwards’s Schopenhauerian interpretation, ‘the will of the

universe’:

Arghol did not hit hard. Like something inanimate, only striking as
rebound and as attacked.

He became soft, blunt paw of Nature, taken back to her bosom,
mechanically; slowly and idly winning.

He became part of responsive landscape: his friend’s active
punch key of the commotion. (ES, 111)

7 René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul (1649), in The Philosophical Works of
Descartes, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane & G. R. T. Ross, Vol. II, (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1931). p. 345.
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Rather than remaining in what Lewis called in ‘Physics of the Not-Self
(1932), his ‘metaphysical commentary’ on Enemy of the Stars, ‘the
traditional role’ of the human mind as ‘an oddity outside the machine’,
Arghol here becomes the machine, abandoning the role of mind
altogether.8

The fight disturbs the whole dualistic scheme of mind and body, as
after it opposed qualities merge into each other, and Arghol begins to

perceive thoughts in a physical and violent way:

A strong flood of thought passed up to his fatigued head, and at once
dazed him. Not his body only, but being was out of training for
action: puffed and exhilarated. Thoughts fell on it like punches. (ES,
111)

Just as ‘bodies’ became ‘brain’ during the fight, in its aftermath ‘thoughts’
become ‘punches’. Although these images retain terms which could be
schematised in terms of ‘mind’ and ‘body’ they do not retain an
oppositional dualism between them, rather combining and contusing the
two poles. Tired by the fight, Arghol falls asleep and dreams.

Arghol’s dream takes him back to his time as a university student in
an unidentified capital city. Arghol finds a copy of Max Stirner’s Einzige
und Sein Eigentum (translated into English as The Ego and Its Own)
which he throws out of the window. The volume is, however, returned to
him by a figure who first appears as ‘a young man he had known in the
town’ but who changes into ‘his present disciple’, although Arghol
considers that ‘Obliquely, [...] he appeared now to be addressing Stirner’
(ES, 112). The figure changes again, into ‘A middle aged man, red cropped
head and dark eyes, self-possessed, loose, free, student-sailor, fingering
the book: coming to a decision. Stirner as he had imagined him’ (ES, 112).
The figure will not leave with the book, and ‘A scrap ensued, physical

experiences of recent fight recurring, ending in eviction of this visitor and

8 Wyndham Lewis, ‘Physics of the Not-Self’, first published 1932, in Collected Poems and
Plays, ed. Alan Munton, (Manchester: Carcanet, 1979), p. 195.
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slamming of door’ (ES, 112). Deciding that “These books are all parasites.
Poodles of the mind” Arghol tears them up and leaves his room to find his
friends in a café: ‘But he never reached the Café’ (ES, 113). After this failed
meeting ‘His dream changed; he was now walking down the street in his
native town, where he now was, and where he knew no one but his school-
mates, workmen, clerks in export of hemp, grain and wood’ (ES, 113). He
meets ‘one of the friends of his years of study in Capital’ and declares to
him ‘Sir, I wish to know you!” (ES, 113). A strange exchange takes place in
which his friend reminds Arghol that he knows him already, and Arghol
‘saw a man directly beneath his friend, imprisoned, with intolerable need
of recognition’ (ES, 113). This leads Arghol to speculate on the relationship

of self and others:

Arghol, that the baffling requirements of society had made, impudent
parasite of his solitude, had foregathered too long with men, and
borne his name too variously, to be superseded.

He was not sure, if they had been separated surgically, in which
self life would have gone out and in which remained.

“This man has been masquerading as me.”

He repudiated Arghol, nevertheless.

[f eyes of his friends-up-till-then could not be opened, he would
sweep them, along with Arghol, into rubbish heap.

Arghol was under a dishonouring pact with all of them.

He repudiated it and him.

“So I am Arghol.”

“Of course. But if you don’t want — .”

“That 1s a lie. Your foolish grin proves you are lying. Good day.”

Walking on he knew his friend was himself. He had divested
himself of something. (ES, 114)

The dream ends in ‘a Café; he, alone, writing at table’. However, Arghol is

not completely alone:

He became slowly aware of his friends seated at the other end of
room, watching him, as it had actually happened before his return to
his uncle’s house. There he was behaving as a complete stranger with
a set of men he had been on good terms with two days before.

“He’s gone mad. Leave him alone,” they advised each other.

As an idiot, too, he had come home; dropped, idle and sullen, on
his relative’s shoulders. (ES, 114)
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The contrast between the city, associated with intellectual study and
friends, and the town, associated with work and family, is an important
feature of this dream, and suggests another dualism, sociological rather
than metaphysical, may be at work. Fredric Jameson argues that ‘what we
call artistic or aesthetic “modernism” essentially corresponds to a situation
of incomplete modernization’, that it emerges in ‘a world that is still
organized around two distinct temporalities: that of the new industrial big
city and that of the peasant countryside’.9 This situation, Jameson argues,

results in a split consciousness:

In this transitional era, people — but it would be better to say,
intellectuals, and the writers and the ideologists who are part of that
category — still live in two distinct worlds simultaneously. This
simultaneity can no doubt for a moment be cast in terms of some
distinction between the metropolis and the provinces; but it might
better be imagined in terms of a situation in which individuals
originate in a “pays”, a local village or region to which they
periodically return, while pursuing their life work in the very
different world of the big city.0

The ‘situation’ that Jameson outlines can be seen in Arghol’s dream, but
unlike Jameson’s model intellectual Arghol does not move between two
worlds but has moved from one to the other and back again, where he is
stuck and is violently forced to do manual work. This move from an urban
world of intellectual speculation and chosen friends back to one of physical
labour and the unavoidable biological link with family is an important
factor in Arghol’s philosophy, or, as Hanp calls it, his ‘Sour grapes’.
Arghol’s dream is significant not only for his violent repudiation of Stirner
but also because it displays the split social situation that, I will argue, lies
behind his metaphysical dualism.

After his dream and a ‘confused struggles and vague successions of
scenes Arghol finds that ‘A riddle had been solved’:

9 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present,
(London & New York: Verso, 2002), pp. 141-2.
10 Jameson, A Singular Modernity, p. 142.
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He was Arghol once more.

Was that a key to something? He was simply Arghol.

“I am Arghol.”

He repeated his name - like sinister word invented to launch a
new Soap, 1n gigantic advertisement — toilet-necessity, he, to scrub
the soul.

He had ventured in his solitude and failed. Arghol he had
imagined left in the city. — Suddenly he had discovered Arghol who
had followed him, in Hanp. Always a deux! (ES, 114-5)

This realisation of the failure of his solitude and the realisation that he is
fundamentally dual himself — ‘Always a deux!” — may suggest that Arghol
has finally come to terms with his situation and dropped what Hanp saw as
his ‘gigantic insolence and superiority’. Although this may imply a coming
to terms with his antagonism with Hanp it does not mean that he has come
to terms with the totality of his situation: in particular his acceptance of
duality does not seem to include the figure of the uncle, his violent
employer; Arghol may be reconciled to some degree with the one he has
designated as his other and his ‘disciple’, but he has not come to terms
with his ‘master’, whom he and the narrative of the ‘play’ seem to have
forgotten.

The ‘play’ ends with Hanp murdering Arghol and committing suicide,
a double death which leaves the uncle unscathed. Hanp is provoked to kill
Arghol by his disgust at Arghol’s snoring. That snoring is the reason for
Arghol’s death is interesting for two reasons: firstly, in terms of mind-body
dualism, body kills mind because it is disgusted by mind’s physicality:;
secondly, snores themselves have a sort of liminal physicality. Snores are
physical in that they issue from the body but they have no tangible physical
presence, being a vibration rather than an object. A snore is a physical
phenomenon but is not a physical object, in the common sense of the term.
Arghol’s snoring and Hanp’s murderous reaction to it disturbs the mind-
body scheme both because it inverts the relationship of disgust that

Arghol, and perhaps the narrator, try to establish, and because snoring —
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as something material and insubstantial, corporeal and disembodied —
itself does not fit easily into this dualistic scheme.
Arghol’s snore and its effect on Hanp are described in vividly physical

terms:

Bluebottle, at first unnoticed, hurtling about, a snore rose quietly on
the air.

Drawn out, clumsy, self-centred! It pressed inflexibly on Hanp's
nerve of hatred, sending hysteria gyrating in top of diaphragm,
flooding neck.

It beckoned, filthy, ogling finger.

The first organ note abated. A second at once was set up:
stronger, startling, full of loathsome unconsciousness.

It purred a little now, quick and labial. Then virile and strident
again.

It rose and fell up centre of listener’s body, and along swollen
nerves, peachy, clotted tide, gurgling back in slimy shallows. Snoring
of a malodorous, bloody, sink, emptying its water.

More acutely, it plunged into his soul with bestial regularity,
intolerable besmirching.

Aching with disgust and fury, he lay dully, head against ground.
At each fresh offence the veins puffed faintly in his temples. (ES, 117)

The snore is presented as having a tangible effect on Hanp's
consciousness: it ‘presses[s] inflexibly’ on Hanp’s nerves; it is personified
as a ‘filthy, ogling finger’; and it is seen as having a liquid, rather than
merely atmospheric, presence — a ‘clotted tide’. Arghol’s snore ‘besmirches’
Hanp’s ‘soul’ much in the same way that Arghol claimed that his ‘soul’ was
stained by the ‘process and condition of life’. Hanp’s disgust at this
‘besmirching’ snore is best understood as a disgust at the social, at the
unavoidable presence of other people. In Lewis’s work in general we can
see a certain distaste for the aural: in ‘Cantleman’s Spring-Mate’ (1917)
Cantleman’s disgust at one of his fellow soldiers is indicated by his
comment that “To see this face was like hearing perpetually a cheap and
foolish music’ (UP, 80); in Time and Western Man Lewls expresses a
dislike for the penetrative quality of music, complaining of the way ‘music
moves through you” (TWM, 170). Arghol’s snore is also described as

musical — an ‘organ note’ — and is described as penetrating Hanp’s body:
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‘It rose and fell up centre of listener’s body’. Hanp’s physical disgust with
Arghol’s snore mirrors Arghol’s philosophical disgust with the world, and,
unlike Arghol, Hanp is willing to use ‘his hands’ to try and change the

situation:

Like a sleek shadow passing down his face, the rigour of his
discomfort changed, sly volte-face of Nature. |...]

He got up, held by this foul sound of sleep, in dream of action.
Rapt beyond all reflection, he would, martyr, relieve the world of this
sound.

Cut out this noise like a cancer. (ES, 117)

Hanp’s desire to surgically remove the object of his annoyance reflects
Arghol’s earlier statement that the ‘suicide’s knife’ is the only cure for
‘affliction got through indiscriminate rubbing against their fellows’ (ES,
107). Unlike Arghol, however, Hanp is able to carry through his murderous
desire and eventually even commit suicide himself.

Arghol reacts to being stabbed in a mechanical way: ‘Arghol rose as
though on a spring, his eyes glaring down on Hanp, and with an action ot
the head, as though he were about to sneeze’ (ES, 118). This reaction
suggests a purely instinctual and bodily response: at the moment of his
death Arghol is, reasonably enough, a man of automatic instinct rather
than one of ascetic contemplation and sophisticated philosophy. This

reduction of Arghol to pure body is met with approval by Hanp:

There was something incredible in the dead figure, the blood sinking
down, a moist shaft into the ground. Hanp felt friendly towards it.

There was only flesh there, and all our flesh is the same.
Something distant, terrible and eccentric, bathing in that milky
snore, had been struck and banished from matter. (ES, 118)

By killing Arghol and reducing him to a pure mindless body Hanp removes
something ‘distant, terrible and eccentric’ that existed within Arghol and
bathed in his ‘milky snore’. This ‘something’ would seem most likely to be
the ‘soul’, whose ‘original solitude’ Arghol felt had been stained by social

life, and whose removal prompts ‘Relief of grateful universe’ (ES, 118).
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This relief, however, does not extend to Hanp, who experiences a ‘rapid
despair [...], a galloping blackness of mood’, and he moves ‘quickly to
outstrip it, perhaps’ (ES, 118). As he moves out of the yard, Hanp

encounters another person:

Near the gate of the yard he found an idle figure. It was his master.
He ground his teeth in this man’s face, with an aggressive and furious
movement towards him. The face looked shy and pleased, but civil,
like a mysterious domestic. (ES, 118-9)

It is unclear whether his ‘idle figure’ is the ghost of Arghol or the uncle, as
both are Hanp’s ‘master’, the former figuratively, the latter literally. This
ambiguity is important as by subtly introducing the question of who is the
‘master’ it makes us question the assumption, shared by both Hanp and
Arghol, that Arghol is Hanp’s master.!! Looking back at the ‘play’ we can
see that this assumption is based solely on Arghol’'s own rhetoric, 1n
contradistinction to that of the status of the ‘uncle’ as ‘master’ which 1is
based on physical violence. That the ‘uncle’ is a more substantial ‘master’
does not mean that it is his ‘shy and pleased’ face that Hanp sees as he
leaves the vard: indeed, from Hanp’s point-of-view what is important is
that he has encountered the figure of authority, whether real or spectral,
and that this encounter leads to his suicide. Hanp leaves the ‘master’ and
‘walked slowly along the canal to a low stone bridge. [...] He sprang from
the bridge clumsily, too unhappy for instinctive science, and sank like lead,
his heart a sagging weight of stagnant hatred’ (ES, 119). Hanp’s suicide
seems inevitable, as it restores the unhappy symmetry between him and
Arghol, but we might ask Hanp the same question he asked Arghol after
the initial beating: ‘Can’t you kill him, in the name of God?’ (ES, 101). At
both the beginning and the end of the play the appearance of the ‘master’
forces someone into actions contrary to their physical self-interest, either

submission or suicide.

u This ambiguity is not present in the 1932 version of Enemy of the Stars where the figure
that appears to Hanp is clearly identified as the ‘uncle’, using his alternative designation
as the ‘super’. Collected Poems and Plays, p. 191.
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The appearance of the ‘master’ at the beginning and the end of the
play has been overlooked in previous interpretations of the ‘play’, which
focus on the dualistic bickering between Hanp and Arghol. Although the
intricacies of this argument are obviously significant and interesting, it is
important to remember that this is a ‘play’ of three ‘characters’, and that
any speculation as to the meaning of the ‘play’ must account for them all.

Edwards writes that ‘Hanp versus Arghol [...] is simply Arghol as his
own ideal [...] versus the part of Arghol that this ideal life 1s ashamed of’.
The idea that Hanp is in some way merely a part of Arghol or a projection
of a part of him is interesting as it refigures the contlict of the ‘play’ as one
within an individual rather than as one between individuals. Indeed,
Edwards argues that ‘Enemy of the Stars as a whole, including its
philosophy, is presented as the projection of the same psychological
conflict’.’2 A similar interpretation was proposed by Hugh Kenner, who
wrote that ‘Arghol’s grudge against Hanp is that, being in a sense Arghol’s
creation, he is Arghol’s Ape’ and that ‘Hanp, insofar as he is real for Arghol
has been created by him’.:13 Toby Avard Foshay takes it even further,
arguing that ‘The “plot” of Enemy is Arghol’s gradual discovery that his
conflict with Hanp is really a conflict internal to himself, between his own
mind and body’ and that Hanp’s decapitation of Arghol is ‘a further
physical correlative of the mind/body conftlict taking place between himself
and Arghol and within Arghol himself’.14

Understanding Enemy of the Stars as a conflict within the individual
psyche is an interesting and suggestive critical move, which accounts for
the strange dream-like logic of the ‘play’ and the awkward similarities
between the two main characters. It does not, however, account for the
‘whole’ of the ‘play’, as it overlooks the figure of the “uncle’, who has a
structurally significant role in the action, initiating it with his violence and
concluding it with his threatening appearance. If the ‘uncle’ were to be

included in such a psychological interpretation, this would involve a move

12 Edwards, Wyndham Lew:s, p. 154.
13 Kenner, Wyndham Leuns, p. 23.
14 Foshay, Wyndham Lewis and the Avant-Garde, p. 29.
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from a dualistic model of the psyche to a tripartite one: in Freudian terms,
this could be seen as a recognition of the role of the superego. The
identification of Arghol as ascetic ego and Hanp as sensual id is fairly
straightforward, and remains, figuratively, locked in one individual psyche.
Introducing the ‘uncle’ as superego into the equation both makes the
interpretation more sophisticated, and, more importantly, extends it
beyond the individual psyche, raising questions of social authority. The
yard within which the agon between Arghol and Hanp is played out
belongs to the ‘uncle’, and so, on an allegorical level, it is he who sets the
limits for the action. On a more literal level it is the fact that they are both
employees of the ‘uncle’ that brings Arghol and Hanp together: it may
seem like a mundane point, but Arghol and Hanp are co-workers as well as
philosophical archetypes. It is easy to see what is lost in the interpretative
move from three literal characters to two allegorical characters made by
most critics: the employer, and with it the recognition that in terms of
work Arghol and Hanp share the same status. Restoring this literal
occupational context alters the interpretation at an allegorical level: Arghol
can now be seen as the archetypal university graduate stuck in an
unfulfilling job, turning his bitterness against his less educated colleagues,
rather than doing anything concrete to alter the situation. In designating
Hanp as his ‘other’ Arghol, and perhaps the narrator, construct an
antagonistic dualism that represses the underlying structural opposition
between the ‘uncle’ on the one hand and his employees, Hanp and Arghol,
on the other. This fundamental repressed dualism is far more available to a
literal-minded reading than an eagerly allegorical one.

Once this occupational context and repressed dualism is restored we
can see clearly how Arghol’s philosophising functions as ideology, in the
Althusserian sense of that which ‘represents the imaginary relationship of
individuals to their real conditions of existence’.'s Arghol’s dualistic

philosophy provides him with an imaginative scheme which, although it

15 Louls Althusser, ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes towards an
Investigation’ in Lenin and Philosophy and other essays, trans. Ben Brewster, (New York:
Monthly Review Press, 2001), p. 109.
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misperceives his ‘real conditions’, nevertheless makes it appear
meaningftul. Expressed in the terms developed in Chapter One, dualism is
the ‘belief’ or ‘fantasy’ by which Arghol attempts to maintain a meaningful
sense of ‘reality’ in the face of ‘the Real’ of his situation.

By restoring the fundamental dualism of the ‘play’ by a literal-minded
reading we are able to see how the play allegorises not only a particular
philosophy, but also the general situation of philosophical thought. In
Arghol’s philosophising we can see the birth of theory out of the timid
refusal of praxis: his philosophy and the dualism with which he
understands the world is a response to Hanp’s question ‘Can’t you kill him,
1n the name of God?’ By imagining his existence as part of a dualistic agon,
Arghol is able to forget his ‘uncle’ and with it the real forces which limit
and determine his existence. Hugh Kenner has described the relationship

between Arghol and Hanp using an intriguing astronomical figure:

like the double star Algol (Alpha Persei) after which he is named,
Arghol must — as the very condition of his existence — waltz eternally
about a common centre of gravity with this unluminous companion,
which eclipses his light with clockwork periodicity and transforms
the effulgence of genius into a recurrent demoniacal wink.©

It is this ‘common centre of gravity’ which is disavowed in Arghol’s
dualistic philosophy and in dualistic interpretations of Enemy of the Stars:
the ‘common centre’ is the ‘uncle’ and the mundane world of work. The
disavowal of this ‘common centre’ also allows Arghol to deny the
commonality between him and Hanp, something which is ultimately
restored at the end of the ‘play’. Arghol’s philosophy is also an attempt to
create a solid ontological distinction by the power of thought alone. There
is perhaps an analogy here with The Childermass where, in response to
Pullman’s assertion that the peons are ‘Not like us’, Satters replies: ‘Not
like us? What is the difference? Are we very different? I believe we only

think we're different’ (C, 43). Enemy of the Stars dramatises Arghol’s

16 Kenner, Wyndham Lewis, p. 23.
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efforts, and their failure, to establish, by means of metaphysical thought, a
categorical ontological difference between himself and Hanp, between the
big-city intellectual and the small-town labourer. But both characters are
trapped 1n the same situation with the same ‘common centre of gravity’,
and in the end all that remains is their most basic, physical commonality:

“There was only flesh there, and all our flesh is the same’.
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The Wild Body:

‘Laughter is the brain-body’s snort of exultation’

Lewis’s essay ‘The Meaning of the Wild Body’ was published as part of The
Wild Body (1927), a collection of short stories, most of them reworkings of
pre-war works portraying the lives of peasants, mostly Breton, in an
unsympathetically comic fashion. Together with the essay ‘Inferior
Religions’ “The Meaning of the Wild Body’ attempts to set out Lewis’s
theory of the comic, and so elucidate the stories that precede it. The
importance of mind-body dualism for the argument of “The Meaning of the
Wild Body 1is made clear in its opening lines: ‘First, to assume the
dichotomy of mind and body is necessary here, without arguing it; for it is
upon that essential separation that the theory of laughter here proposed is
based’ (‘Meaning’, 157). It is highly significant that Lewis ‘assumes’ and
sees as ‘necessary’ but does not, or perhaps cannot, ‘argue’ this
‘dichotomy’, as this indicates that the philosophical ground on which he
bases his theory of laughter is one that he cannot justify, and so does not
form a solid ground for his theory. Lewis’s ‘essential separation’ is
presented as something which has to be believed but cannot be fully
known: a matter of faith rather than reason. I will argue that Lewis’s
theory of laughter presupposes a ‘belief in the distinction between the
laugher and the laughed-at that his texts show is unstable, and, like the

‘beliets’ looked at in Chapter One, vulnerable to the intrusion of ‘the Real’.

Lewis’s theory ot laughter is based on the idea that all human existence,
particularly in its bodily aspect, is absurd: “There is nothing that is animal
(and we as bodies are animals) that is not absurd’ (‘Meaning’, 157). Lewis
argues that in situations where there 1s a clear social or national distinction
this absurdity is easily observable in others: ‘It is easy for us to see, if we
are french, that the German is “absurd,” or if german, that the French is
“ludicrous,” for we are outside in that case’ (‘Meaning’, 158). This sense of

absurdity observed from the ‘outside’ remains, however, a partisan one
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rather than the universal one which Lewis initially suggested with his
reference to the general absurdity of the human body. Lewis argues that a
sense of universal and undiscriminating absurdity is possible, although it

1s not so easy:

What is far more difficult to appreciate, with any constancy, is that,
whatever his relative social advantages or particular national virtues
may be, every man is profoundly open to the same criticism or
ridicule from any opponent who is only different enough. Again, it is
comparatively easy to see that another man, as an animal, is absurd;
but it is far more difficult to observe oneself in that hard and
exquisite light. But no man has ever continued to live who has
observed himself in that manner for longer than a flash. Such
consciousness must be of the nature of a thunderbolt. Laughter is
only summer-lightning But it occasionally takes on the dangerous
form of absolute revelation.

This fundamental self-observation, then, can never on the whole
be absolute. We are not constructed to be absolute observers.
(‘Meaning’, 158)

The move here from viewing others as absurd to the possibility of viewing
oneself in the same ‘hard and exquisite light’ demonstrates how Lewis saw
absurdity as potentially universal. However, it is Interesting that Lewis
sees ‘absolute revelation’ of one’s own absurdity as ‘dangerous’ and even
lethal, as this insistence resonates with his claim in Time and Western

Man, examined in Chapter One, that:

we are surface-creatures only, and by nature are meant to be that
only, if there is any meaning in nature. No metaphysician goes the
whole length of departure from the surface-condition of mind ~ that
fact is generally not noticed. For such departures result in self-
destruction, just as though we hurled ourselves into space — into
“mental-space,” if you like, in this case. (TWM, 377)

In both cases ‘observation’ is seen as potentially destructive if it goes too
far: ‘self-observation’ is considered incompatible with the sense of self.
‘The Meaning of the Wild Body’ is an interesting and significant essay as in
it Lewis seems to be far less comfortable with maintaining an ungrounded

surface ‘reality’ than he was in Time and Western Man: he argues that,
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although ‘self-observation’ is lethal in its absolute form, ‘Where it does not
exist at all, men sink to the level of insects’ (‘Meaning’, 158). The idea that
some ‘self-observation’ is needed but not too much is a slight modification
of the notion that ‘the “truths” from beneath the surface contradict our
values’ (TWM, 377): Lewis now sees some but not too much knowledge of
what is ‘beneath the surface’ as necessary to the maintenance of a sense of
self. Both formulations, however, in the words of ZiZek, are ones ‘of
refusing to go to the end, of “keeping up appearances™ which try to keep
‘the Real’ at a safe and manageable distance.” “The Meaning of the Wild
Body’, perhaps because it is nearer to his fiction than Time and Western
Man, allows ‘the Real’ a little closer but still attempts to keep it safely
repressed. Laughter is seen as a response to the approach of ‘the Real’ that
occurs 1n ‘self-observation’, an 1dea also expressed in ‘Inferior Religions’
where Lewis writes that ‘Laughter is the climax in the tragedy of seeing,
hearing, and smelling self-consciously’ (‘Religions’, 151).

The ‘fundamental self-observation’ which Lewis refers to is seen as
lethal because it compels us to regard ourselves in the ‘hard and exquisite
light” in which we view others as absurd objects to be laughed at. In other
words, the absolute self-observation which Lewis regards as impossible
would break down the ‘essential separation’ of mind-body dualism as we
would be forced to view ourselves as nothing more than an absurd and
animal body. Lewis saw this reduction to the physical as essential to
laughter, writing that the ‘root of the Comic 1s to be sought in the
sensations resulting from the observations of a thing behaving like a
person’ (‘Meaning’, 158). Absolute self-observation would do away with
this illusion of personality altogether; however, limited ‘observation’ is
necessary as the mind-body dualism which 1s axiomatic to Lewis’s theory

of the laughter depends on it, as it creates a distinction between the

laugher and the laughed-at:

17 Slavoj Zizek, Welcome to the Desert of the Real, p. 24.
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The essential us, that is the laugher, is as distinct from the Wild Body
as in the Upanishadic account of the souls returned from the paradise
of the Moon, which, entering into plants, are yet distinct from them.
Or to take the symbolic vedic figure of the two birds, the one
watching and passive, the other enjoying its activity, we similarly
have to postulate two creatures, one that never enters into life, but
that travels about in a vessel to whose destiny it is momentarily
attached. That is, of course, the laughing observer, and the other is
the Wild Body. (‘Meaning’, 157)

In this passage the laugher and the laughed-at are presented as two
distinct parts of the same individual, with the laughing mind ‘momentarily
attached’ to ‘the Wild Body’, its vessel. In the story ‘A Soldier of Humour’,
published in The Wild Body, the narrator, Kerr-Orr, considers himself to

exist in that way:

This forked, strange-scented, blond-skinned gut-bag, with its two
bright rolling marbles with which it sees, bull’s eyes full of mockery
and madness, is my stalking horse. I hang somewhere in its midst
operating it with detachment.8

Where exactly this ‘T’ hangs is open to question, but it is significant that it
has a physical location at all, as this suggests, again, that Lewis’s dualism is
not completely pure and watertight: the non-physical has a physical
location. This passage is reminiscent of the fight in Enemy of the Stars
where ‘Soul perched like aviator in basin of skull’ (ES, 110). In the light of
the ideas explored in Chapter One, it is interesting to note that ZiZek

argues that:

The role of fantasy is [...] in a way analogous to that of the ill-fated
pineal gland in Descartes’s philosophy, this mediator between res
cogitans and res extensa: fantasy mediates between the formal
symbolic structure and the positivity of the objects we encounter in
reality — that is to say, it provides a “schema” according to which
certain positive objects 1n reality can function as objects of desire,

8 Wyndham Lewis, ‘A Soldier of Humour’, first published 1927, in The Complete Wild
Body, ed. Bernard Lafourcade, (Santa Barbara: Black Sparrow Press, 1982), p. 18.
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filling in the empty places opened up by the formal symbolic
structure.

Kerr-Orr’s ‘T’, which is of the mind but located within the body, shares this
quality of fantasy: the belief in its existence allows the ‘schema’ of an
‘essential separation’ between laugher and laughed-at to be postulated,
and this separation to be denied in others and the absurdity of their
pretence that they have minds to be laughed at. Whether or not ‘desire’ as
such is involved, Kerr-Orr’s fantasy of selthood, and the sense of
separation from others that it allows, certainly provides a ‘schema’
according to which other people can be seen as positive objects which can
function as objects of laughter.2¢ This laughing ‘I’, separate from but
enclosed within ‘the Wild Body’, appears to be completely self-positing:
constituted by the laughter it enables, it seems to have no independent
existence of its own. Laughter creates the ground on which the laugher’s
identity is said to be based. In ‘Inferior Religions’ Lewis hints that the
figure of the laugher is a projection who must be imagined rather than

simply existing:

To introduce my puppets, and the Wild Body, the generic puppet of
all, I must project a fanciful wandering figure to be the showman to
whom the antics and solemn gambols of these wild children are to be
a source of strange delight. (‘Religions’, 149)

This ‘fancitul’ figure 1s able to laugh at the mainly Bre